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      For my grandfathers and my great-uncle all of whom fought in France in the Great War.

      Captain Vivien Moore MC 1887–1958 Lieutenant Bertram Eric Edmonds 1894–1965 Lieutenant Rupert Howard 1885–1916

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        ‘The ground where I stood gave a mighty convulsion. It rocked and swayed. I gripped hold of my tripod to steady myself. Then for all the world like a gigantic sponge, the earth rose high in the air to the height of hundreds of feet. Higher and higher it rose, and with a horrible grinding roar the earth settles back upon itself, leaving in its place a mountain of smoke.’

        
          
            GEOFFREY MALIN, CINEMATOGRAPHER, ON 
            THE DETONATION OF THE MINE UNDER THE HAWTHORN RIDGE REDOUBT AT 
            7
            .
            20
             ON 
            1
             JULY 
            1916
          
        

      

      
         

        Theirs is the hollow victory. They are deceived. But you my brother and my ghost, if you can go Knowing that there is no reward, no certain use In all your sacrifice, then honour is reprieved. 

        
          ‘TO A CONSCRIPT OF 1940’ BY HERBERT READ 
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              THE FILM, 1 JULY 1916
            

          

        

      

      Silence.

      The film will be silent, of course: grainy, flickering images of men, machinery, horses and eruptions of earth and smoke. In a few weeks its audiences will watch it to the accompaniment of stirring piano music but they, and those still watching a century later, will have to imagine, from the white faces of the soldiers and the sudden crumpling of their bodies, what the real soundtrack might sound like. In the knowledge of where they are headed, these anonymous men, it will be disturbing and embarrassing to look at their faces: too tired, too resigned, too young, too old, too real. Yet somehow it is impossible to look away. What are they thinking, these men, stripped down by the camera to animal fear? 

      At 7.29 in the morning of 1 July, the cinematographer finds himself filming silence itself. One hundred and twenty seconds of silence. After a week of shelling, day and night, the air and the ground and the men trembling and afire: stillness. The massive mines have been detonated; he has, with a certain exultation, trapped the explosion. The moment of a landscape being altered for ever. It will be his most famous image: the convulsion of earth that looks, on film, like an elm tree in full leaf. Clouts of earth and chalk and terror are still falling but then the barrage lifts, just like that; by coincidence, both sides ceasing fire simultaneously.

      What the cinematographer cannot capture on his 35-millimetre film is the particular quality of this silence: silence and a few larks singing, and no one yet aware how significant their song will become. Even the photographer does not know quite what it is he is filming: the last seconds of the old world, with half a war still to run. 

      Is the camera trembling? It pans over the men waiting, the attack about to begin, the expected victory still ahead. It moves unevenly down the barrel of a howitzer to the puzzled face of a gunner corporal. The man sticks a finger in his gritty ear. The bombardment has stopped on all sides; his ears are ringing with the sudden absence of war. He hears birds: larks that he associates with Lancashire mornings, walking to his early shift, knowing he’ll be dancing with his girl come evening. But the camera just catches the gunner looking up, squinting before moving into position; the film will say nothing about the hazy grey blue that suggests a hot day ahead or that the Lancashire sky is coming with him, the larks singing like some unholy miracle. 

      The camera closes in on a subaltern of the 11th Suffolks, a keen birdwatcher who returns monthly reports to the Royal Ornithological Society. But not today. Not now. He is oblivious that he is being filmed as he watches the waiting men in his section. The camera follows his glance, lingering almost lovingly on the soldiers in the trench. A couple, like their officer, gaze upwards at the birds; some look worried, perhaps by the invisible cessation of noise. Some have set their faces, stonily, to the hours ahead and seem unaware of either gunfire or birdsong, tight and frozen with eyes dark and fixed. The young subaltern, prep-schoolmaster for two years, infantry officer for eighteen weeks, thinks that when the time comes he will blow his whistle, climb the ladder, then fling away his helmet, his Sam Browne and his Webley, open his arms wide, lift his face to the sky and feel the sun upon it and the breeze in his hair and run, run across the lush, flat Suffolk fields of the Stour under the pipits, curlews and lapwings, and Tilly barking ahead of him with the joy of it. 

      Steadier now, the camera moves along an untidy row of squatting men, half sheltered in a sunken road, and is challenged by a scowling trooper, who stares right back at it. The camera mistakes the expression, under a helmet pushed too far back on his head, for hostility but it is, in fact, impotent terror. He is thinking something else has obviously gone wrong again, just their bleeding luck. The gunners, useless buggers, have probably stopped for a mug of tea. He looks at the man next to him, his brother actually, but Albert’s eyes are narrowed. He’s miles away, probably dreaming of sticking Jerry. Albert had grinned when the major had said they couldn’t afford to take prisoners. Not, the major said, that they would meet many living Germans. They would just saunter – ‘saunter like a masher up Piccadilly’ were the words he used – across to the enemy lines because the guns would have taken out all their positions. ‘Blown to smithereens,’ the major said, and the wire (never mind it is clear enough now to see the wire, looking as if it is holding up pretty well) ‘ripped to confetti’. The trooper thinks of all the bad things that have happened. He thinks of Germans and tries to hate them enough to feel his bayonet slice through their uniform, through soft flesh and tight muscle and grate along their ribs and wonders what it would feel like to be on the receiving end. In all his time as a soldier he’s never yet fired his gun.

      How many men are thinking about salvation, the first-aider wonders? The cinematographer, with the first-aider’s thoughts inaccessible to him, has to make do with images of hands rolling bandages. They’d rolled enough days ago, but the first-aider, a searcher who will follow the first waves of attack and treat the injured, finds it a soothing task despite the gauze catching on his rough and raw skin. It takes him back to being a child, watching the women roll up used wool. He can hear shouting and the sound of a breeze catching an unsecured canvas tent flap. He can smell fresh earth – the mass grave they’d dug behind the hospital. They are ready for 10,000 casualties, the senior MO had explained yesterday. Far greater capacity than would ever be required but soldiers deserved to know they’d be cared for if they were wounded or worse. A junior MO had made a small grimace. 

      The camera sees nothing of God, who is never far from the first-aider’s side. God who had wanted him to be a pacifist and with whom the first-aider had made a deal, mistakenly thinking it would be easier to be a first-aider than a conscientious objector. Now God is calling in the debt, sending him forward to face the great enemy, death, hauling back victims from death’s indiscriminate feast to life.

      The camera gathers speed across the small airfields, the tents, the mechanics, the men of the Royal Flying Corps. But once airborne, the filmed planes are nothing more than darting birds. The camera can’t follow the pilot upwards or see him in his cockpit, unable to hear the silence or the birds or even his own voice singing, ‘Row, row, row your boat, merrily down the stream.’ He is 2500 feet above ground in the cockpit of his nifty Parasol and what he feels, vibrating through his feet and hands, is the sweet running of the motor. The pilot looks down on the landscape below, bounded by small dark copses, red hamlets, the green-edged River Ancre and the Somme marshes, and crossed with the busy arcs of trenches. 

      He is thinking about a dark-haired girl in Paris and a sapper captain he’d met in the mess four days earlier. The man’s affable face had been creased with dirt, fatigue and frustration. ‘William Bolitho,’ he’d said, putting out his hand. ‘Digging for King and country.’ And then just before their fingers touched, he withdrew it and smiled, looking down at his palm. ‘Sorry – filthy – you wouldn’t want to shake it.’ 

      As they drank their way through most of a bottle of Scotch, the sapper had explained flaws in their objective, using matchsticks and a pencil. The pilot remembers that the flaws had to do with sightlines and trajectories and didn’t seem to involve anything in the air above the level of shells.

      Now the pilot looks down on the relief map of Picardy below him, watching tiny convoys of men or horses moving, apparently arbitrarily, from one point to another, of howitzers and field guns and the raw white scars of Hawthorn Ridge where the earth itself has just been hurled into the air, blowing his frail machine off course. He thinks the sapper might have liked to see the arcs and fans and parallel lines of his labours. It is like a message carved in code to be read by the gods.

      Below him, silently, the camera runs on, making history from unknown lives: such ordinary chaps and volunteers every one. 
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            CHAPTER ONE
          

          
            
              
              JEAN-BAPTISTE MALLET, CORBIE, FRANCE, JULY 1913
            

          

        

      

      Some day he would steal a boat and row all the way to the sea. He sat on the bank of the river, where willows trailed on the surface of the water and where carp sometimes basked – a flash of silver just under the surface – and he threw a stone into the tiny scum of broken leaves and twigs, caught in the river’s slow bend. In high summer everything here was green – the water, the trees, the bright duckweed – and the smell; the beginning of slightly rotten vegetation, the deep smell of mud and fat eels who lived on flesh and everything mad with growing. He liked the river here where it broadened, like a man describing the hips of a shapely woman with his hands, and where the small island was left in the middle, dense with trees. 

      In the rushes was the boat. It was a small, tidy boat, well kept and covered with a canvas, held down by rocks, in case of rain. Inside lay two new oars and fishing tackle was stowed under the seat. It was called Sans Souci and belonged to Vignon, the doctor. When the roads were bad Vignon sometimes rowed out to patients but mostly he used the boat to fish. There was never such a man for fishing, Jean-Baptiste’s mother said. There was never such a man for Madame de Potiers, either, Jean-Baptiste thought. He had watched the doctor’s astonishingly hairy backside moving energetically between Madame de Potiers’ white knees and spread skirts, forcing himself down repeatedly as if he was driving in a wedge to split a log, roaring as he went. It was always on Thursdays, Vignon’s day off, that the boat would be moored on the far side of the island. Jean-Baptiste had started by swimming across in curiosity to watch the doctor’s fishing. The doctor did fish, afterwards, as he could always be seen with two or three pike, singing (in Italian, some said) as he walked back to his house. He sang only on Thursdays – and sometimes on Sundays in church, of course. Perhaps he is singing a song about fish, the women said, as Vignon returned, his trouser knees stained green, to the neat red-brick house with its railings and its pear trees on the edge of town. 

      It was Vignon’s boat that Jean-Baptiste planned to row to the sea. Meanwhile he exercised to strengthen his arms and chest. His mother thought he was doing it to join the army and sometimes felt the muscle of his upper arms approvingly as she passed behind him while he was chopping kindling. A strong son made a widow’s life easier. She dreamed that Jean-Baptiste would march away a cuirassier and return a moustachioed sergeant like the picture that had hung in her bedroom all Jean-Baptiste’s life. It was more likely that when he turned twenty he’d be pitched off for three dreary years on the eastern borders with Germany and live on weevils in the rain. That’s where most of the conscripted Corbie boys went. They came back with moustaches and harder faces, and they spoke of women. But he and his mother both knew that he was lucky to have been offered a position in the forge of the widower Godet, the blacksmith. Their busybody of a neighbour, Madame Laporte, whose son Lucien’s early career had reached its highest point when he was the school bully, had also told anyone who wanted to listen that Jean-Baptiste was lucky to have a handsome mother, and smirked. Lucien was a lumpy, pale boy who now passed his time drawing obscene pictures on walls around town and, rumour had it, was responsible for the number of dead cats and hens that were found mutilated on people’s doorsteps. Now it was Lucien who was off to be a soldier, which seemed to offer him undreamed-of opportunities to pursue his hobbies. 

      ‘Good riddance,’ Jean-Baptiste’s mother had said. ‘The boy’s funny in the head. In a bad way.’

       

      Jean-Baptiste offered to take Dr Vignon on his riverside rounds, hoping that he could learn to row better. Vignon was no great rower and seemed relieved. Once he was sure the boy could master the currents and use the oars without splashing them both with water, Vignon relaxed and usually sat back and smoked. After a few weeks Jean-Baptiste couldn’t resist asking whether the doctor would like him to row him to the island on Thursdays for the fishing. Vignon’s eyes narrowed. He drew hard on his cigarette. ‘How old are you now?’

      ‘Fifteen.’

      ‘You need to see more of the world,’ Vignon had said and his gaze never left Jean-Baptiste’s face. ‘There’s more to life than Corbie.’

      Jean-Baptiste had come to like, even admire, the doctor with his singing, his sweet-smelling tobacco, his neat, glistening, black beard, his hairy arse and possession of Madame de Potiers’ perfect, aristocratic thighs, even if he was from Paris, but he couldn’t tell the doctor, of course, of his plans to do just that – to see the world by stealing the doctor’s boat. But he had made his plans. The river’s history was as long as the world’s and it could be relied upon to bear him north but no more: it had its own loyalties. When the curé was a boy two Englishmen had found mammoth bones and a huge flint axe in the river bank near Amiens, and they had tried to claim that these monsters and these fighting axe-men had been here before anyone thought God created the earth. Then they had been taught at school that the Duke of Normandy had invaded the English from the harbour at St Valery, and the river had played its part, first in beating the English at Crécy but then helping them win at Agincourt. It had let the Spanish advance into Corbie, but seen them beaten off by 40,000 men sent by Louis the Just. 

      What started as a muddy trickle in the dense forest of Arrouaise wound its way north for many, many kilometres, past Abbeville, St Valery and Le Crotoy. Befitting its changeable nature, sometimes it was a brisk stream, sometimes a deep pool, sometimes a reedy lake. For a stretch men had tamed it into a canal; he had seen a school map and there was the canal, straight and regular, and there beside it the untidy undulations of the ancient river, its meres and marshland. He had imagined the canal water always trying to seep back to its wild home. At Amiens the river was a watery maze where black barges tended the garden hortillonages, from time to time it was a peat fen rich in wildfowl, but still it kept going. It took in smaller rivers – Jean-Baptiste had himself been born and lived all his life in the small town where the Ancre met the greater river – and then, the schoolmaster had told them, it mingled with the Avre and the Selle and the Hallue, and with the burden of all this water it got wider and fuller as more streams ran to join it in its rush to the sea, and then it opened into a vast mouth: half sand, half water. 

      Jean-Baptiste knew two men who had seen this. The curé said the mouth was known to be nearly as wide as the whole distance between Albert and Paris; and then, as if realising nobody could imagine such a distance, he explained it was so wide a man would need a horse to ride from one side to the other and it would take much more than a day. He said it was a wild, godforsaken place of screaming birds, knifing, briny winds, and hills of sand and coarse grass. Vignon said it was an in-between place where the sky saw its reflection in the water, where the sea sometimes drew itself so far back that the seabed became shore, where the light turned the beach to mother-of-pearl. If you walked barefoot the sand felt like carved ripples under your toes and the froth of breakers was like lace as the river fought a little before surrendering silently to the ocean. 

      The sea of course was salty and Jean-Baptiste didn’t know at what point the fresh river water turned to salt, or at what point its greenness would be overwhelmed by the cold slate grey that sailors talked about, but when he rowed away he would find out these things. The boat would not be diverted into fens or lakes; it would find the sea, like a fish returning upriver to spawn, and if he kept rowing, he could even reach England. He would see what was to be seen and then come back a strong man with tales to tell, far more extraordinary than those told by boys who had just sat on the German border in the rain. 

      Before then he would need to learn a few words in English and he had tried to get Vignon to tell him what might be useful – without giving him grounds for suspicion – but Vignon had been surprisingly vague for a man who had travelled. A man born in an unnamed city rich with treasure left by the Gauls and the Romans and Charlemagne himself. A man who had once lived in Paris. Had seen Monsieur Eiffel’s tower. 

      ‘Sausage,’ the doctor had said. And then, ‘God save the King.’ His lip had curled. ‘How do you do?’ 

      How do you do what, Jean-Baptiste had wondered and considered whether he was more inclined to believe the curé’s or the doctor’s account of the meeting of the river and the sea. Soon he would find out the truth.

      Now Vignon sat back, lighting another cigarette. He picked a yellow leaf off the sole of his boot. The toecaps shone like a conker; the laces were plump and tidily crossed and the leather was rarely muddy or wet, except on Thursdays. Jean-Baptiste thought of his own boots. After his father’s death his mother had kept his boots, much repaired though they were, as an earthly relic. If he thought of his father at all, it was only as these boots. He couldn’t remember much else of him above the level of the eyelets for the laces and, somewhere above that, a voice shouting. His father sleeping was a pair of empty boots in the scullery; his father dead was two scarred, upturned soles, one at right angles to the other at the bottom of the stairs. His mother had started making Jean-Baptiste wear the boots when he was twelve, stuffing the toes with rags and putting goose fat on his chafed shins. She was still insisting he keep them even though it was obvious that he was growing into a much larger man than his father, and he had to curl his toes up when he wore them. His nail beds were bruised if he walked any distance and, out of her sight, he returned to his sabots with relief. But he rowed barefoot, finding the sensations in his feet and toes responded to the messages the water transmitted through planks and oars. He steered the small boat precisely and gracefully, having left his sabots under a bush. 

      ‘Despite everything, this strange region is quite charming.’ The doctor waved his cigarette towards the lagoon. ‘I’m surprised you aren’t all born web-footed. And how well named your river is,’ he said, in the tone he sometimes used that made Jean-Baptiste feel less guilty about intending to steal boat, and that made it clear that Vignon had seen more reliable land and far bigger, probably more patriotic rivers, including the Seine itself, and that, in the scale of things, this small town, this Picardy backwater, his patients, even Madame de Potiers, were a temporary amusement.

      ‘Tranquillity. That’s what the name Somme means,’ Vignon said. ‘In an ancient language.’ He waved an arm in the direction of the past. ‘And here we are tranquil in our boat. Or at least I’m tranquil and you are sweating like a bull – so we’d better tie her up for the evening or your mother will be round to deal with me, fierce as a tigress.’ 

      Giving Jean-Baptiste another of his slow smiles, lines radiating outwards from his black eyes, he pulled out a white handkerchief from his creased linen jacket, raised his hat and mopped his brow. 

      ‘One must never be late for a lady.’

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO
          

          
            
              
              FRANK STANTON, LONDON, JULY 1913 
            

          

        

      

      There are three rules you can swear by:

      
        
          
            	
               

              1.  

            
            	
               

              Never be late. 

            
          

          
            	
              2.  

            
            	
              There is a system for everything. 

            
          

          
            	
              3.  

            
            	
              You can say what you like about bicycles but for a young man they are the way ahead.

            
          

        

      

      When I arrived in London in 1910, I was nearly nineteen years old and a carpenter of sorts. I had had a falling-out with my old man and it was pride that made me spend the little money I had from my dead mother on a third-class ticket from Totnes to London. That and an advertisement I had read in a newspaper wrapped round a delivery of brass fittings. 

      I applied for a manual position in a shop: ‘Shelves, counters and general carpentry. Knowledge of fine woodwork an advantage’, although in truth all I had knowledge of was building coffins. But shelves and coffins have more in common than most people know or, strangely, wish to. Both can be a work of art or a piece of flim that cannot take weight and is fit only for gimcrack. I have known disasters befall – in other hands than mine – even in the best of stores. You no more want the deceased to reappear through the bottom of a coffin as the obsequies are being read, than you do some young lady, leaning on a counter, to plunge head first into a display of Belgian lace. 

      But Dad had trained me in fine work and the coffin trade is a punctual trade and one that must adapt to whatever life, or death, brings. In my years of bevelling and filleting, chamfering and mitring, I was never late for a customer and I took that habit to London with me. In stories London is a place where a man’s fortunes can change in a twinkling of an eye. There are no such tales told of Devon. 

      It was at Debenham and Freebody that my chance came. The new director, Mr Frederick Richmond, found me working at 8.17 p.m. I was recutting a piece of discarded timber that I could see need not be wasted. In coffins we had learned to improvise, refitting wood, and, although it was never pleasant, on some occasions also the deceased if they were of exceptional height. I told Mr Richmond this (a need not to waste, not the other business) when he asked me a little about myself. I being honest and him being a board man, I told him about coffins. 

      Mr Richmond said, ‘No wonder you’ve got a feel for the work. We’ll move you on to counters.’ 

      Great slabs of oak they were: wonderful grained wood from Kent. 

      ‘I expect you’ve handled plenty of oak in your sad business,’ he said. 

      ‘Only for the likes of you, sir,’ I said and on seeing his face I added, ‘I mean gentry, sir.’ 

      He looked pleased but puzzled, so I said, ‘Oak, fine solid oak like your counters, is for the highest in the land.’ 

      I didn’t say mostly all the coffins I ever made was of elm or pine, and that my father started me off on tiny little pieces for babies where weight counted for nothing and we used mostly offcuts. 

       

      So I worked on counters for a while but that time flew by and the glaziers and gilders in store were soon done, and just as I was thinking I’d have to find another job, Mr Richmond returned. He says he’d be sorry to lose me and then, thinking, calls over this grave and sleek party: very upright, of middle age, everything black and white, even dark eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles.

      ‘Mr Hardy,’ Mr Richmond says. ‘Here’s the man I was talking to you about. Very punctual and reliable. It is highly unorthodox, but perhaps we can find a place on the shop floor for young Mr —?’ 

      ‘Stanton, Frank, sir,’ said I. Embarrassed, not wanting to catch the superior person’s eye.

      Mr Hardy seemed cautiously pleased to have me. ‘You have an opportunity to rise that is granted to few,’ he said. ‘I am sure you will repay our trust.’

      So that’s how I became, in time, senior assistant in ladies’ gloves, travelling cases, umbrellas and parasols. Also gentlemen’s straw hats and riding crops although our ladies mostly go elsewhere for these – usually to where they are fitted for hunting clothes – but there is, as Mr Hardy tells us, often, always the lady who buys on impulse and can be persuaded by a riding crop with an ivory fox head and a sparkling stone for an eye. Not a real lady, Mr Hardy says. But those who are new to the business of being a lady and still attracted by little novelties. 

       

      Systems are there to help us, not as some of my colleagues believe, impede. For instance I have two decisions to make: 

      
        
          
            	
               

              1.  

            
            	
               

              Bicycles. When the time comes, should it be Rudge-Whitworth, Humber or, as I am currently considering, the new Royal Enfield Duplex Girder? It is £8 15s although £9 17s 6d with an Armstrong three-speed gear. Some say the motorcyclist can get from A to B quicker, but what will he hear, what will he see, how will he greet other cyclists as he passes them? On a motor-bicycle there is no mastery of machine. The engine does the work. A bicycle is man and machine in harmony. In time the decision will be made for me by the amount of information and the balance in favour and, of course, my savings. Saving a regular amount from my wages, I estimate I shall purchase a bicycle in August 1914.

            
          

          
            	
              2.  

            
            	
              A wife. Having found a way to choose a bicycle, I feel the system for selection will be as useful for this equally important decision. I need a young woman who will help me in my profession. A girl who is not a position where she might look down on my efforts but who wishes, as I do, to improve herself. I would like a pretty one, of course. I don’t aim for a young lady of fashion, just a decent young woman who seeks a good provider (once I have bought the bicycle). I need her healthy as I could not take time off and have no money for her to be sickly and, in time, I should like a small family. 

            
          

        

      

      Regarding the selection of a wife, at present I have two on my list:

       

      
1. Florence, who works in millinery. 

      For: she is, I think, a very fastidious young woman. I don’t think she is spoken for, although it is hard to be sure. If I had a bicycle I could follow her home at a distance and be certain. She has a nice shape, healthy pink cheeks, fair hair, a pleasant way with customers, is punctual, always looks smart, and Mr Hardy once said, ‘That young lady will rise.’ 

      Against: I saw her once dancing with three feather boas around her neck. It was five minutes to closing but it betrayed a frivolous nature or perhaps just youth. She calls herself Flo but I always think of her as Florence: it’s the name on Mr Hardy’s lips and a more dignified name should she ever get to hold the book. She may not be much more than seventeen.

       

      
2. The young lady at the Institute at St Pancras. 

      She may be called Connie or possibly Nancy (it is hard to tell as she is often with her friend and I do not know which is which). She gives out pamphlets on Friday evenings with a man called Isaac, who looks a bit like the gypsies in picture books, although with spectacles, but knows a great deal about international politics. Connie (or Nancy) seems quiet and is tall and has big eyes. I have heard her ask questions of a speaker and they have always been useful, well-thought-through enquiries. She shows care for her appearance even in straitened circumstances. I think she would be careful with money.

       

      Still, there is no urgency to make a decision. Mr Hardy would look very poorly on a marriage before I am twenty-three. Also my lodgings at Lambeth are quite, quite unsuitable for a wife, but while I am saving for the bicycle I cannot afford more commodious, not to say salubrious, lodgings.

      What if Connie/Nancy is a Suffragist? (Because of the boas I do not think Florence would be.) Mr Frederick Richmond has very strong views on political ladies. Very.

       

      I have been very impressed by the knowledge it is possible to acquire in London if you put your mind to it. I have learned about wireless communication, Esperanto, the works of Mr G. K. Chesterton, the poetry of Mr Longfellow* and the history of the railway. On Fridays the Institute offers a range of political talks. Isaac, for all he is young, and the only employment he can find is sewing garments in a Spitalfields factory, began a most interesting discussion on conditions for workers in other countries. I had never known that in Russia they still had slaves. Afterwards we had tea together. He is very earnest in all he does and spends hours in the Institute reading room, but in time I have come to think him a friend. I do not say much about all this in the store as I do not think Mr Richmond or Mr Hardy would like such things. 

      I am an Internationalist. I bought a map of England and a map of Europe (1s 8d). Now, of a summer evening or on Sundays, I walk and walk. North, south, east, west I go. Sometimes I feel as if I am pushing London outwards with each stride or swing of my arms. When I have my bicycle I plan to go to the Surrey hills and to the Chilterns, south to the Sussex chalk downs and the English Channel, and east along the brown Thames. Then I shall gaze at the great continent of Europe. Then, one day, to France and the greatest cycle race known to man.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE
          

          
            
              
              BENEDICT CHATTO, GLOUCESTER, JULY 1913 
            

          

        

      

      Benedict Chatto sat in the cold grey choir of the cathedral, waiting. He heard the wheeze and subdued hum as the organ bellows were turned on and Theo, his friend and fellow music scholar, thumping in the loft as he finished some mechanical fiddling. Years ago, he and Theo, eight years old and choir schoolboys together, had been alike in character and musical ability. But Theo had become everything he, Benedict, was not. Theo had grown beyond him. Theo burned and shone; he had a gift where Benedict was merely competent and industrious; Theo was impulsive, Benedict was cautious; Theo had ready charm and wit, Benedict was reserved, and worried he was dull. 

      Suddenly, above him, music: a run of semi-quavers in F sharp and a sheet of indigo blue flared up – the painted pipes seeming to tremble with it. A yellow chord followed by blue again and then orange as Theo adjusted the flute stops. The piece was melodic but with the potential to explode; something was simmering underneath. Benedict smiled: Theo must be certain Dr B was out of the building. It was Vierne: modern, innovative and French; everything Dr Brewer, their tutor, saw himself as holding out against. 

      When it came to music, Theo spoke of the organ as a kind of machine to be controlled. Ben liked to imagine it as something living. When he was a boy he had thought of it as an animal at the heart of the cathedral, one that breathed through leathery lungs. The sheer peculiarity and force of the organ still thrilled him; when he played he felt part of it. But he was never, would never be, as brilliant as Theo who felt none of these things.

      Benedict often thought the cathedral was more like a village than a place of quiet holiness. The bishop, the mostly absent landowner; congregations gossiping and haggling with God; King’s School boys giggling and pushing; the Dean rushing about as if there was some structural or theological emergency that only he could resolve, his demeanour proclaiming that he was far too busy to talk. Dr Brewer, head down, was oblivious to his surroundings, apparently oblivious to God or indeed anything except, intermittently, his organ pupils and, emerging from the bishop’s chilly palace from time to time, Mrs Bradstock, the bishop’s wife, Lady of the Close. Her clipped conversation was punctuated by tiny writhings of her neck, and at her side and always in her sight the eighteen-year-old Agnes, the bishop’s porcelain doll of a daughter, the village virgin. 

      ‘Perfect,’ Theo sighed, ‘pristine,’ every time Agnes passed. ‘Look!’ Theo had said as they watched her proceeding across the Close with her mother, throwing them a half-look over her shoulder. ‘Even her eyelashes are gold. Imagine your hand on her arm, the tiny dimples left when you let it go. Would she bruise, do you think?’ 

      It seemed to Ben that his own part in all this was as the stranger who had lost his way. Yet he still found delight in the cathedral’s euphoric architecture, every inch of its stone decorated or pierced and, in buttresses upon buttresses, the suggestion of a massive failure of nerve. It was as if the builders had fortified it against divine caprice: thunderbolts or fires or high winds. Ben loved the human doubt of it all. 

      The gulls and pigeons were the bane of the Clerk of Works’ life. Visitors arriving in the Close often took him for a holy man, his brows furrowed like an ascetic, his eyes raised heavenwards, but it was the birds and his plans of attack that preoccupied him. The pigeons damaged the stonework and covered it in filth, but the gulls destroyed the very dignity of the Close. They swooped down and assaulted passers-by or those leaving Morning Service. Things had come to a head in the St Kyneburgh Day procession when one of them had fouled the mayor’s ceremonial hat. The mayor not being popular, the news had spread round the local public houses and in no time at all there was a ditty being sung in the Pelican. Theo had noted down the rudimentary tune and then composed a set of variations on a theme. He was planning to play it at the following year’s service, he said. 

      ‘“Fly, heavenly bird, and drop thy bounteous gifts.” Do you think that’s a good title?’ Theo asked. 

      His beaming face was still a schoolboy’s but it was not Benedict’s approval he was looking for then because Novello had still been at Gloucester; it was when he was still plain David Ivor Davies, before he left for Oxford and London and reinvented himself. He was in on the joke, leaning over Theo’s shoulder, adding some marking in pencil. 

      ‘We should have caught it,’ he said, ‘and had it stuffed and placed on St Edward’s shrine for pilgrims to honour.’

      But the thing was, the music was good; Theo had made something beautiful out of a schoolboy joke. 

      Benedict looked dispassionately at Christ on the cross, wondering again why Christ’s terrible wounds did not touch him. He had promised himself not to experiment but tentatively he touched his own side. Nothing. Beyond the Close stood a monument to Bishop Hooper, burned to death in 1555. It was as terrible a death as any martyr’s could be. Mary Tudor’s incompetent executioners had needed to rebuild the fire three times. The saintly bishop’s lower half had been consumed while his body was untouched above the waist. Towards the end the man’s arm had dropped off while he still lived, his other arm stuck to his chest. Yet still he commended himself to God. 

      Theo said that clearly Hooper was long dead by the time his arm fell off, but Benedict had been haunted by Hooper’s death. He often walked by the very spot where Hooper had crackled and blistered, his legs bone and ash, his hair eventually bright with fire like a halo. He could imagine the smell, the blood like dripping treacle, the blackened lips still moving. Could there be anything for which he would die so horribly, Benedict wondered? He doubted even that his father, an earnest Devonshire vicar, would choose such a public spectacle to defend his beliefs. His father was very keen on private faith, modest worship. 

      Years ago Benedict had tried to explain to his father the entwining of colours and music. That, for him, D major was golden brown, A flat almost magenta; that musical performances were as he imagined the Northern Lights to be. He had known immediately that this revelation was a mistake; from the anxiety that radiated out from his father’s face, he knew there was something shameful about it. His father had busied himself filling and lighting his pipe before lifting his eyes, very briefly, to Benedict’s. 

      ‘A gift from God,’ he’d said. ‘A gift from God, undoubtedly. But better not tell your mother.’ Benedict had, however, told his sister, Lettie, who touched his arm gently and looked at him with sympathy. For Lettie, the youngest and only other surviving child of the family, everything he did was special. 

      Benedict looked at the window, the rainbow of music moving between him and the glass rows of saints. He heard copper, which resolved in arcs of silver white as Theo brought in the odd modal melody with his left hand. Some notes didn’t trigger colours, never had, and none manifested themselves in red, never had, but as the blue returned his eyes sought the window of St Catherine and St John: surely these experiences were God-given? When he had doubts, when he had to search to find any faith at all behind the rituals he had known since childhood, he held on to the beauty he had taken quite for granted as a boy. 

      He had tried to talk about it to Theo a year or more ago, thinking perhaps it was not something his father could understand but that musicians were so accustomed to it that they rarely spoke of it.

      ‘Coloured music?’ Theo had looked amused and, Benedict sensed, a bit wary, as if his friend might suddenly be going embarrassingly mad. ‘Like a magic-lantern show?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Benedict had said, as if it was indeed a joke, feeling relieved he hadn’t mentioned the other thing: the physical pain he felt from injuries that were not his.

      ‘But it does. It obviously does to you,’ Theo said, slowly, his eyes narrowing very slightly. ‘You looked almost matter-of-fact about it as you spoke, and yet now you’re somehow surprised at my reaction.’ He paused. ‘But is this – this thing – this aura or whatever you call it – do you call it anything? – in your mind, or outside you?’ 

      Benedict shook his head. ‘No. It’s real. Real to me,’ he corrected. ‘It’s always been like that.’ Was it possible to love someone yet not trust them, he thought with fear?

      ‘And does it work the other way round? If you saw chrome yellow would you hear C sharp or whatever? Would Van Gogh’s Sunflowers deliver you a riot of Chansons d’Auvergne?’

      This time Benedict was able to smile. ‘Afraid not.’ 

      ‘And it’s not like a fit?’ 

      Benedict stiffened. ‘No. Nothing like it.’ 

      Theo had put out his hand and squeezed his arm, leaving his hand there for a few seconds. ‘I’m not saying you’ve got some falling sickness,’ he said, ‘or you’re infected by some episcopal miasma from the crypt. In fact it’s probably all very holy.’ And then, and Benedict’s heart had sunk, ‘I won’t tell a soul. You’re a rum chap but your secret’s safe with me.’

      Benedict vowed never to mention it to anyone again. Perhaps it was from God; perhaps it was from the devil.

      Theo’s brief foray into Vierne ended. He clattered about some more and then Benedict could hear his footsteps on the wooden stairs. ‘Like it?’ Theo said as he emerged. ‘A bit of green and purple for you.’ There was only a hint of teasing in the comment. ‘I’m practising it for the midweek recital.’ He picked up the rest of his music. ‘Come on, let’s have a pint at the New Inn.’ 

      Without waiting for an answer, he turned back down the north aisle. Benedict, following, watched as Theo walked, oblivious, into the light cast by the stained glass, his face and hands, his white cuffs, moving through a wash of colour. 

      As they passed through the screens into the nave, the Clerk of Works was there, staring at an elaborate tomb. His face was as creased by the extent of his responsibilities as that of the pious occupant of the tomb, carved in relief. As they approached he turned and Benedict felt pain in his right arm, a deep, almost nauseating ache, and he touched the rough tweed of his jacket. Mr Henshall, the Clerk, was wearing a sling, his arm in plaster. 

      ‘Fell over a bit of timber a pair of useless apprentices left by the porch,’ Henshall said. ‘What they were thinking of, if anything, who knows. I don’t know what to make of these boys, I really don’t. To break my arm in my own cathedral, well, it’s a shaming thing.’ 

      Benedict let his arm drop gently. Nerves tingled. The pain made him giddy but Theo sped up as they reached the west door. 

      ‘A drink in the New Inn, yes, but first to the docks,’ he said. ‘There’s a very fine Dutch schooner in, used to be a barquentine but they cut her down. And I want to see old Camm’s Agnes and The Crystal Palace and Kindly Light taking on loads.’

      Theo’s knowledge of ships and his intimacy with their masters, their journeys and their cargoes both intrigued and disquieted Benedict. Theo kept a list of the week’s sailings and drank with captains and harbour masters down by the docks. Benedict had sometimes wondered if Theo gambled in the dock taverns. Recently he’d asked Benedict to lend him money. On the first occasion Benedict had handed over the paltry contents of his pocket, Theo raised a eyebrow at the handful of coins. 

      ‘It’s a mug’s game, this music,’ he said. ‘I’ve a good mind to run away to sea. I could always take an accordion.’ 

      A few weeks later Theo asked whether Benedict had alms for a starving organist. Benedict had, painfully, said no. He had nothing. Theo made a joke of it and turned away before Benedict could explain that, unlike the first time, he simply had nothing to give; if he had, Theo could have taken it all.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR
          

          
            
              
              HARRY SYDENHAM, NEW YORK, JULY 1913
            

          

        

      

      The first time Harry Sydenham had Marina all to himself was at the Aquarium in Battery Park. Long afterwards he thought it had probably been a rum choice; but he had wanted to go somewhere that was outside the usual New York social round. Somewhere any ordinary New Yorker might go and yet where they would never meet anyone she knew. Even then he thought it might not have impressed her well-connected family to know he was escorting their only daughter down to Lower Manhattan. 

      Once outside, he and Marina leaned over a wall, with the breeze in their faces, looking across to Ellis Island and watching the ferries on the choppy water. The Indians had called the Hudson Mahicantuck – ‘river that flows both ways’, she told him, surprising him with her knowledge. The wind and the screaming gulls were enough to make conversation hard. Eventually they’d found the sort of restaurant she had clearly never entered and which might have been in a backstreet of Naples. She had been as excited by this as he was every day by aspects of the city she took quite for granted, and her appetite for unfamiliar dishes – oils, rich tomato sauce, rough bread – had delighted him. 

       

      Even after he had married her, he never told her of the two places he liked best in New York, fearing that she would think them too ordinary, too vague; not places so much as worrying states of mind. On the far side of Brooklyn Bridge, he would stand by the waterfront and gaze across the Hudson, the water obsidian black and glittering with the lights of Manhattan’s sleepless nights, or he would walk through Central Park on one of the misty, frozen winter days, past the menagerie and under a sky of soft pink-blue and a vaulted tracery of bare branches. It was the other-worldliness that drew him back to the far side of the river; observing the electric dazzle from a distance, he was hidden in darkness like an assassin. In the muffled distortion of the icy park, hearing tropical noises from the zoo and footsteps passing on parallel paths, he became, again, invisible.

      For him beauty in New York was a matter of achievement and ambition. The great red stone blocks, the sheer confidence of those buildings and the carved family names of so many from the old world who must have arrived in a state of poverty and could now proclaim success: Mannheim, Carlotti, Trüdl, Steinbacker. 

      Marina was herself a Steinbacker on her mother’s side and a Van Guyen on her father’s. Her blue eyes and silver-gilt hair would have looked at home in Delft or Bavaria, he thought. In England much that was thought beautiful was simply a matter of its having endured through time. A building that had survived since the Wars of the Roses, a parkland full of medieval oaks, thatched manor houses whose beds had supposedly been slept in by the great Elizabeth. The older and more fragile the substance, the more the English admired it. The more ancient the family, the more profound the inertia that kept it fixed in the very spot it had occupied for five hundred years, the more that family was revered. He liked the whole, unfinished rawness of the new world. He would go out early to draw sketches of the city growing: the girders and electric lighting and the cranes dipping to welcome ships arriving from the Atlantic. The garment factories and the soapy vapour from basement laundries, the motor buses and the subway from City Hall to Broadway, the trains setting out to cross a continent, and the steam and sparks at Grand Central Station. 

      If he were honest, he liked noise. Even in the rooms of his apartment, four floors up, looking out over the tree tops, with echoes muffled by wooden panelling and Turkey carpets, he revelled in the hum of this city, which had taken him to its heart. On hot nights, with the sashes open, when it was too hot to sleep, he would lie and listen to distant sounds and rejoice at his own anonymity in the great grinding machine. Yet there had been much that had shocked him when he had first arrived: squalor, violence, destitution, things he might never have seen if it were not for his nocturnal walks, or which he might have seen if he had ever bothered to explore the industrial cities of his mother country. He even allowed himself to think back to the woman many thousands of miles away, whom he had once thought he loved, and feel ashamed that his view of her, so romanticised and physically charged, had completely ignored the fact that she was driven by a need to escape the poverty he now saw around him every day.

       

      He had initially bought into a textile factory. It should have been folly – he knew next to nothing about industry, although his late mother’s family had made a fortune in brewing, but he wanted to invest in a business he could work in himself, not just profit from. He was fortunate that although his business partner had little capital, he was honest, knowledgeable and experienced. What they shared was a wish to use modern methods, to expand but also to provide the usual hostel for the workers, mostly women, mostly immigrants – not so that they could live in a virtual prison but so that their conditions could be improved. Behind their backs and, indeed, to their faces, heads were shaken. A penniless idealist and a rich and ignorant Englishman, each exploiting the other. The machines would fail, the business would fold, the workers would take advantage, they would, indeed, steal, their competitors would flourish. But instead it was the workers who flourished with basic medical care, adequate food. Some stole, undoubtedly, some may have taken advantage. Some substituted less healthy sisters or friends when it came to medical care. Some smoked cigarettes or got pregnant by strangers. But many thrived. Classes were introduced to teach English to women who spoke only Italian or Yiddish. In time the best employees became overseers, less brutal than their predecessors. The workers stayed and gained new skills as more sophisticated machinery was introduced. Harry bought in better-quality cotton, sent out work to skilled finishers. A few, a very few, other businessmen came to look at their methods. 

      Then, in early 1911, his partner, who was only in his thirties and had no family, was drowned while ice-skating, and to Harry’s astonishment had left him his half of the now successful business.

      A month or so later came the calamity that had been waiting to happen, falling on one of his competitors whose factory was an old-fashioned sweatshop. One hundred and forty-six women and children, locked into their workplace at the Triangle factory, had burned to death or jumped to meet it on the pavements of Manhattan. The papers were full of pictures of charred and broken bodies: small bundles of rags on the hard New York sidewalk. Suddenly philanthropists and politicians found a useful model of enlightened industrialism in Harry Sydenham. It was a pity that he was British but at least he had declared no intention of returning to his native land. In spirit, the papers reported, he was an American: a man of innovation and energy, a man of ideals. 

      One newspaper proprietor had taken a liking to the young entrepreneur with the pleasing energy of youth and the equally pleasing acquisition of wealth. Harry was also a gentleman and so, in due course, the proprietor, William Van Guyen III, had introduced Harry to his daughter, Marina. 

      To Marina, born in America and shuttling between Fifth Avenue and Long Island, the juddering cogs of the city were invisible. She gravitated towards the parks, the squares, the flower stalls, anything that to her represented the place it had once been, before the coming of its European settlers: the sea, the river, the banks, the marsh and its islands. She believed she liked nature unspoiled, whereas, Harry thought, what she liked best was nature controlled, with all risk and ugliness removed. He, whose roots were so deep in the old world, roots that still tried to draw him home even now, found passionate joy in industry and commerce and novelty, whereas she, the great-grandchild of immigrants who had mined the new world for all its treasures so that she might now enjoy them, was nostalgic for the pastoral and the unchanging.

      She was a competent water-colourist, indeed, more than competent, and she painted wilderness, but on a small scale: domesticated, reduced, made manageable. Sometimes he accompanied her to the galleries that showed her work. They were mostly patronised by her own circle but that didn't diminish the pride he felt in her careful draughtsmanship and technical skill. Her pictures were popular and those who bought them had mostly made fortunes in commodities or industry: steel, or rolling stock, hotels, brewing, in land development, shipping or factories. It seemed ironic that her large family, whose origins lay in the flatlands of Europe, its infinite horizons vast above networks of polders and canals, went into raptures over her careful depiction of the towering Rockies. 

      He rarely thought of his own home. He almost smiled at the notion: he tried so hard not to call it that in conversation but in his head it was always that. Abbotsgate. There he had been born, there he had grown up, there he was determined not to die. Letters from his stepmother, Isabelle, almost convinced him that not to return would be churlish and unnecessarily unkind, coming close to pulling him back, but it had now been far too long. Her very warmth made the distance between the two continents seem not only greater but more desirable. 

      He had never seen his half-brother, Edward, although Isabelle had sent him a studio portrait. A solemn and sturdy little boy stood by a draped table, wearing a sailor suit and holding a small riding crop. He had a similarity to Harry in the way that all little boys in society photographs resembled each other. 
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