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I


‘You may have a Cornish name, Retallick, but you are not a Cornishman and never will be, not if you live to be a hundred, so I suggest you stop trying to tell Cornishmen what to do with a business that some of us have been in for much of our lives.’


The speaker was Brigadier General (retired) Sir Robert Grove, and he was so angry that his drink-induced ruddy complexion had taken on a purple hue.


Ben Retallick had seen such outbursts from the irascible old man before, but he was taken aback by the present paroxysm. It had been brought about by Ben’s suggestion that the owners of the Cornish china clay works should supply their product to the British government at the lowest possible price as a gesture of support during the difficult months of 1915. The days when treated clay was used solely for the manufacture of pottery and porcelain were long past. It now had a great many uses, many vital to the war effort.


As the owner of Ruddlemoor, the largest clay workings in Cornwall, Ben had called a meeting of the other clay works owners, thinking they would agree with his suggestion – in principle, at least. Instead, he had met unexpected opposition from Sir Robert, a man whose army career had brought him a great many rewards, including a knighthood, and who might have been expected to be more patriotic than any other man in the room.


Hiding his surprise, Ben replied to the personal attack. ‘I don’t think my Cornishness has anything to do with the issue under discussion, Sir Robert. I am merely suggesting that we make a joint gesture of support for the war effort. It would certainly be appreciated by the families of men who are risking their lives in Europe … many of whom are Cornishmen.’


‘You can think what you like, Retallick … suggest what you like too. I have done my duty to this country and have nothing to prove, so I’m damned if I’m going to risk bankrupting myself by making a gesture of support for this government. The best thing we can all do is ensure that our companies remain in profit in order to provide work for men when they return from the war.’


‘I am not suggesting we sacrifice our companies, Sir Robert, merely that we do not take advantage of the difficult times in which we live in order to make an excessive profit.’ Ben spoke with a patience he did not feel.


His anger unabated, the retired brigadier brushed Ben’s argument aside. ‘Profit is the life-blood of business, Retallick. No company can exist without it. Times are just as difficult for the clay business as for the government. There is no sense in shooting ourselves in the foot by cutting prices.’


There was agreement from many of the assembled works owners and Ben was almost ready to concede defeat when the door to the meeting room opened unexpectedly and one of the girls who worked in the Ruddlemoor office appeared in the doorway.


‘I’m sorry to trouble you, Mr Retallick, but there’s a telegram for you.’


Irritated by the interruption, Ben said, ‘You take it for me, Millie. Tell the telegram boy I’m in the middle of a meeting.’


‘The telegram’s been brought here by postmaster Williams, Mr Retallick. He says he should give it to you himself. He says it’s from Switzerland.’


Ben’s attitude changed immediately. His wife Lily was a patient in a Swiss clinic. Suffering from a serious lung complaint, she had been there since before the war erupted in Europe in 1914. Although there had been initial cause for great anxiety, she had eventually begun to make steady progress. Recent reports from the clinic had been optimistic.


‘All right, Millie, I’ll come right away …’ Turning to the others in the room, he said, ‘If you will excuse me, gentlemen, I believe the telegram contains news of my wife.’


The men in the room knew of Lily’s illness, and although they were in disagreement with him about business affairs murmurs of sympathy followed Ben from the meeting room.


Postmaster Henry Williams waited in Ben’s office, a yellow telegram envelope in his hand. Holding it out towards Ben, he said, ‘This just came for you, Mr Retallick. I knew you would want to see it right away. As both our boys are out delivering messages I thought I should bring it to you myself.’


‘Thank you, Henry.’ Even as he spoke, Ben was ripping open the envelope. Reading the message, he tried unsuccessfully not to allow his elation to show, aware that the postmaster was watching him closely.


‘I am pleased to be the bearer of happy tidings, Mr Retallick,’ the postmaster beamed. ‘I am sorry to have interrupted your meeting, but I know you have been waiting for such news for a very long time … will there be any reply?’


‘No … yes.’ Ben contradicted himself very quickly. ‘Send a reply to Lily saying, “Wonderful news. Will come as soon as I can. Love, Ben.”’


As the St Austell postmaster left, Ben stepped to one of the windows and looked out. He remained at the window for a long time, until one of the older women who had worked at Ruddlemoor for many years and knew his wife well came into the room from the outer office. Approaching Ben, she said, ‘The telegram, Mr Retallick … is it bad news about Lily?’


Turning towards her, he broke into a happy smile. ‘No, Ruth, it’s good news … very good news. The doctor says she’s made such excellent progress that I can go to Switzerland and bring her home as soon as it’s convenient for me to make the journey.’


‘That’s wonderful! Oh, the staff in the office will be absolutely delighted for you. It’s what we have been waiting to hear for so long. When do you think you’ll be leaving?’


‘I’ve been trying for more than a month to get permission to go to see her, but without success. The British government has banned all civilian travel across the Channel for the time being and they’ve said they cannot make an exception for me. But I’ll try even harder now. They’ve got to let me go and fetch her.’ Ben was silent for a few moments, then he said, ‘I’m going home now to telephone the Foreign Office and try to persuade them to change their minds. Send someone up to the meeting to tell them what’s happening. I don’t want to go back and discuss business matters just now.’


With that, Ben turned away and strode from the office.


Riding home to Tregarrick, his home in the Pentewan valley, Ben wondered what could possibly be done to obtain the necessary permission to travel to Switzerland.


He could understand the government’s policy about civilian travel to the Continent. Every available vessel was being used to carry soldiers and essential supplies to the battle front. Unfortunately, they were suffering heavy losses. German submarines – the dreaded U-boats – were sinking any vessel found in British waters, regardless of its nationality. By this tactic the German High Command hoped to prevent urgent supplies and reinforcements from reaching the battle lines that stretched across the breadth of France, at the same time starving Great Britain into submission.


Already almost half a million tons of merchant shipping had been sunk, including a number of ships flying the flags of countries not involved in the conflict between the warring nations. So far Germany had ignored the protests of the neutral countries.


Whether or not such a policy might eventually succeed, it was certainly hitting Britain hard – and affecting the clay industry too. The Cornish china clay companies had always sold much of their product to overseas buyers, but ships were no longer coming in to the tiny undefended harbour at nearby Charlestown. It was just one of many problems that had convinced Ben that the china clay producers should be working together.


Suddenly, Ben’s thoughts were interrupted and he brought his horse to an abrupt halt in the narrow main street of St Austell town. A party of wounded and disabled soldiers were crossing the road in front of him. Their loose blue jackets identified them as convalescents from the nearby hospital.


It was late May, and the British army was locked in battle with its German counterpart in the trenches of France and Belgium – and suffering appalling casualties. The numbers were such that when they were sent back to England the military hospitals were unable to cope and many thousands of wounded soldiers were being treated in civilian hospitals throughout the land.


Ben drew in his breath sharply as a wounded soldier supporting his weight on crutches slipped on a cobbled section of road. He would have fallen to the ground had not a uniformed medical orderly walking beside him reacted quickly and caught him.


Escorting his charge to the pavement, the orderly turned and came back to where Ben sat on his horse. ‘Thank you for your patience, sir. Some of the men find it difficult to manage.’ He spoke with a strong Irish accent.


Nodding acknowledgement of the orderly’s words, Ben asked, ‘Where are you taking them?’


‘To the public house just up by the church, sir. The landlord lost his son at Ypres and he makes us welcome. Regrettably, not all landlords show the same understanding of the needs of wounded men.’


Reaching inside a pocket, Ben pulled out his wallet. Extracting all the banknotes it contained, he handed them down to the surprised orderly. ‘Here, see that the men need to pay for nothing. If the money runs out tell the landlord that Ben Retallick will settle his bill. He knows who I am. I wish your charges a speedy recovery.’


Ben rode on while the orderly was still calling down the blessings of the Almighty upon him. The plight of the soldiers had brought home to him once again how Lily had suffered under the illness that had affected her for so long. He had desperately wished that she too might one day be a convalescent. Now she was fit enough to return home and he hoped that many of the soldiers he had just seen might soon be declared fit too. Unfortunately, those who made a full recovery would immediately be sent back to the battle front, to risk their lives once more.


Thoughts of Lily and what the future held for them took the place of concerns about Ruddlemoor for the remainder of the ride to Tregarrick. She was still on his mind when he rode up the tree-lined driveway to the house and saw a motor car parked on the gravel outside the main entrance. It was a dull green coloured Vauxhall staff car with a military number plate.


Ben could think of no one who would come to visit him in such a vehicle. After delivering his horse into the care of a groom he was met at the doorway to the house by his housekeeper, the ageing Mrs Rodda.


‘You have a visitor, sir,’ she said. ‘He’s been here for an hour or more. I suggested that he came to see you at Ruddlemoor, but he said he would prefer to wait for you here and speak to you in private.’


‘What sort of visitor, Mrs Rodda? Is he a soldier?’


‘Yes sir, and a very important one I’d say. I’ve put him in your study with a cup of tea and some cake. His driver is being looked after by Cook, in the kitchen.’


‘An army officer to see me?’ Ben was puzzled. ‘Did he give you a name, or say why he is here?’


‘He did say who he was, sir, but I was that flummoxed that I really can’t remember who he said he was – except that he introduced himself as a general, or something similar.’


‘Well, I suppose there’s only one way I can find out who he is and why he’s here. Have some tea sent to my study for me please, Mrs Rodda.’


As the housekeeper hurried off to the kitchen, Ben made his way to the study. When he entered the room a tall, distinguished-looking man wearing a tailored army uniform rose to his feet. He seemed vaguely familiar, but Ben was unable to place him immediately.


As his guest advanced across the room, Ben observed that he walked with a noticeable limp, but he greeted Ben with a warm smile and, extending his hand, said, ‘Ben! Please accept my apologies for descending upon you without notice, but it’s good to see you again. Time has been very kind to you.’


Still at a loss about the identity of his unexpected visitor, Ben shook the extended hand. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I’m afraid you have the advantage. Your face is familiar, but …’


‘There is no need to apologise, Ben; it has been many years. About thirteen, I believe. You were no more than a lad then. We met at Insimo. I am Carey Hamilton.’


Ben was taken aback by mention of Insimo, his family home in Matabeleland, now part of the country recently named Rhodesia in honour of its founder, Cecil Rhodes. But he was now able to identify his visitor.


‘Of course! Forgive me for not recognising you immediately. As I recall, you were a captain when we first met – and a lieutenant colonel when you finally left Africa. But, as my housekeeper was quick to observe, you have become a very important man now.’ He indicated the red tabs on the lapels of Carey’s uniform jacket, each decorated with a plaited cord of gold braid.


‘Well … I am a lieutenant general, it’s true, but thanks to an encounter with a German shell last year I am now in charge of nothing more exciting than a desk in the War Office, where generals are more common than orderlies.’


The sympathy expressed by Ben in response to his visitor’s words was genuine. He had known Carey Hamilton during the Anglo-Boer war, when the officer’s skill and daring had won him rapid promotion. Ben had been too young to be involved in actual fighting during that African war, but Adam and Nat, his two brothers, had taken part in the conflict, Nat, the older of the two, acting as a scout for Carey Hamilton and other senior British officers in South Africa. When the war ended Nat had returned to Matabeleland to take charge of Insimo once more. Adam, younger and wilder than his brother, had fought against the British as a member of a Boer commando, eventually marrying an Afrikaans girl and settling down to farm in South Africa when hostilities had ceased.


Ben assumed that Carey Hamilton’s War Office duties had brought him to Cornwall and he was delighted when the officer agreed to stay the night at Tregarrick. It meant the two men would be able to spend the evening chatting of old times and of the men and women they had both known in Africa, including Carey’s sister Thomasina, widow of an officer who died in South Africa during the Boer war.


Ben had once believed Thomasina would marry his brother Nat – and he believed Nat had thought so too. Instead, Thomasina had become the wife of a titled diplomat and Nat had married a girl who was almost as wild as his brother Adam. Indeed, she had herself been shot and severely wounded whilst riding with a Boer commando. It was Nat who had helped to save her life.


But Ben had some urgent private business of his own to attend to first. While a meal was being prepared for them both he told Carey about Lily, and the telegram he had received at Ruddlemoor that day.


Expressing his delight with the news of Lily’s recovery, Carey asked, ‘Do you expect to be successful in obtaining a permit to travel to France, Ben?’


‘I would like to say yes, Carey,’ Ben replied, ‘but experience has taught me that when dealing with government departments rules and regulations take precedence over personal problems.’


Carey Hamilton was seated in a leather chair in Ben’s comfortable study. Suddenly he leaned forward, his relaxed air disappearing. ‘I have a confession to make to you, Ben. My visit is not entirely social – even though I am delighted to be able to share your company in this beautiful house. I am here to ask a favour of you – a favour that, I hope, will make a very significant contribution to the war. Now I can see a way of repaying you. If you agree to come with me to London for a couple of days and speak to some of my colleagues in the War Office, I will guarantee to obtain a pass for you to travel to Switzerland to bring your wife home. Indeed, if you come to London prepared for the journey, you can carry on to Switzerland from there and so save yourself a great deal of time.’


For a moment Ben was speechless with surprise, but he decided he would leave his questions unasked for now. All that was important was obtaining the necessary permission to travel to Switzerland.


‘I don’t know what you could possibly want from me, Carey, but whatever it is it is yours if you can arrange for me to go to Lily. When do we leave for London?’


II


Carey was prevented from giving Ben any more details of what would be required from him in exchange for the permit to go to fetch Lily home by the arrival of a maid to say that dinner was ready. It was not until after the meal, when the two men were once more in the study, that Ben asked his companion for an explanation.


‘I can’t think why I should suddenly be of such importance to you,’ he said. ‘Is it something to do with the china clay industry – or do you want me to turn my works over to manufacturing munitions?’


‘Neither, Ben. It is your knowledge of Africa that I, and senior members of the War Office, urgently need. But before I say any more I must swear you to absolute secrecy about what I am going to tell you.’


Thoroughly intrigued, Ben said, ‘Of course, but I can’t imagine what knowledge I possess that can be of such significance to you and the War Office. After all, I have been away from Africa for some years now.’


‘That may be so, Ben, but before I say any more am I correct in thinking that you have travelled northwards from Matabeleland through Northern Rhodesia and the Belgian Congo, as far as Lake Tanganyika?’


‘Yes, I once took a party of Matabele warriors with me and spent a season hunting in the area – but surely there’s no fighting going on up there?’


‘Not yet, but Lake Tanganyika forms much of the border between German East Africa on one side and the Belgian Congo and part of Northern Rhodesia on the other. Unfortunately, we have allowed the Germans to build gunboats and station them there. As a result, they control the lake – and with it the tribes who depend upon it for their livelihood. It is making life very difficult for us. Recently, someone came to us with a plan that we hope might change the situation – and it has become very important that we do so. Somehow or other we must wrest East Africa from the Germans, but without control of the lake it will not only prove extremely difficult, but be likely to cost the lives of a great many of our soldiers.’


Still uncertain what Carey Hamilton wanted from him, Ben said, ‘I’ll do anything I can to help you, of course, but I still don’t know how …’


‘You have already told me that you can help, Ben. You’ve spent time in the Congo – and the Belgians have done very little to change it in the years since your visit. We are particularly interested in the country between the Southern African railhead at Fungurume, and Sankisia, where the Belgians have built a short stretch of railway line going to a river that is navigable almost to the lake. We are told there is another very small length of railway track linking the two, but the Belgians are unable to provide us with reliable maps and it is of vital importance to us that we obtain the fullest possible details of the terrain. Do you recall anything about that particular area?’


‘I remember it very well indeed,’ Ben replied confidently. ‘While I was there something stirred up the tribes and as a result I spent far more time there than I had intended, finding ways through the country that would keep us out of trouble. By the time I was done I felt I knew the area almost as well as I know Insimo.’


His reply delighted Carey Hamilton. ‘I knew you were the man to speak to us at the War Office, Ben. If you can spare us a few days in London we will be able to fill in some details on the very sketchy maps given to us by the Belgians. As they are at present they are virtually useless. You can also give us firsthand knowledge of what our men can expect to come up against along the way.’


‘I’ll be happy to come to London with you – especially as you have promised I can travel to Lily afterwards – but things are rather difficult at Ruddlemoor at the moment – indeed, for the clay industry as a whole – so I don’t want to be away for too long. However, Lily is more important to me than business. Before we go to the War Office I’d like you to tell me what you are planning and how many men will be going up to Lake Tanganyika. I might be able to give you some idea of the number of native carriers you’ll need and the amount of food and water that will be required for the journey between Fungurume and Sankisia. Getting that right will be of vital importance to any expedition. The country we’re talking about can throw just about everything at you. Mountains, rivers, dense bush, grass tall enough to hide an elephant … not to mention snakes, crocodiles, mosquitoes and tsetse flies.’


‘But you reached the lake?’ Carey Hamilton queried.


Ben nodded.


‘Do you think you could have got there if you were taking something with you that was both heavy and bulky?’


‘That would depend very much on what it was,’ Ben replied. Reaching a decision, he said, ‘Look, why don’t you tell me exactly what it is you intend doing, Carey? If you do, perhaps I can tell you what you need to know and we can stop playing mysterious games.’


After only a moment more of hesitation, Carey Hamilton capitulated. ‘I’m talking of boats, Ben … gunboats. We intend shipping two of them from London to Cape Town, then carrying them overland to Lake Tanganyika where they will be launched to tackle the German vessels.’


Ben looked at his companion in disbelief. ‘Take two boats overland from Cape Town to Lake Tanganyika?’ he said, echoing Hamilton’s words. ‘That’s almost three thousand miles. How large are these gunboats?’


‘Each one is about forty feet long, with a beam of eight feet – and they will be fitted with three-pounder guns and Maxims. But when you come up to London you can see them for yourself and get a far better idea of the problems we are likely to encounter with them.’


Ben’s incredulity was so evident that Carey Hamilton said, almost apologetically, ‘I realise it must sound something of a madcap venture, Ben, and it probably is, but Lord Fisher, the First Sea Lord, will be providing the naval personnel to transport and man the boats, and he has given it his personal seal of approval. Despite my own initial misgivings, I too believe it can be achieved – if sufficient planning is done beforehand. Indeed, it must be done. We have to take control of Lake Tanganyika at all costs and in order to do that we need craft on the lake capable of outgunning the German boats. While we are at the War Office I’d like you to listen to what is being planned and tell us how best to get there and what we can expect along the way.’


As Ben had already mentioned to Carey Hamilton, it was not a good time to be leaving Ruddlemoor, but by going to London he might be able to help the army and navy avert total disaster in what would seem to be an impossible mission – and also gain something for himself. Something he desperately wanted.


‘I’ll speak to my works captains first thing in the morning, write out some orders for them, and we should be able to get away to London by midday. Before then I would like you to tell me everything you can about this crazy expedition.’


III


Seated beside Carey Hamilton in the staff car as they were being driven through central London to the War Office, Ben thought that men – and women – dressed in uniform outnumbered those dressed in civilian clothes in the streets of the capital city. When he commented on his observation to his companion, the lieutenant general said, ‘There are likely to be even more in the near future, Ben. At the moment all the servicemen you see are volunteers. Unfortunately, things are going so badly for us in France that the government intends bringing in a conscription bill at the earliest opportunity. Once it is in force there will be very few young men to be seen who are not wearing uniform.’


‘Is the war really going that badly for us, Carey?’


Carey Hamilton thought for a few moments before replying. ‘The war is going no better and no worse for us than it is for the Germans. They thought they would take Paris in the course of their initial thrust and that France would capitulate as a result. For our part, we believed we would throw them back to the German borders within a matter of weeks and they would immediately sue for peace. In either event, the war would have been over in a few months. Tragically, neither forecast was correct. It has become a war of attrition with appalling casualties being suffered by both sides. No one talks of an early end to the war any more, only of winning a series of costly battles.’


‘Battles such as the one to be fought on Lake Tanganyika?’ Ben asked.


‘Exactly,’ Carey agreed, ‘but that is more likely to be similar to the war we waged against the Boers in South Africa. Acontest demanding fluidity and innovation.’


‘As I recall, you are an expert on that kind of warfare,’ Ben commented. ‘Will you be going to East Africa yourself?’


‘That is my intention,’ Carey admitted, ‘but before I do I have a personal battle to fight and win – with the army surgeons. I must persuade them I am fully fit for active service once more. Once I have done that I expect to be calling on the services of another member of the Retallick family. Nat was the finest scout anyone could have had during the Boer war. I hope to persuade him to serve me in the same role once again.’


Letters from Insimo to Cornwall had been few and far between since the outset of the war, due to the fact that a number of ships carrying mail between Southern Africa and the United Kingdom had been sunk by German submarines. Nevertheless, letters had arrived, and they indicated that Nat was no more inclined to involve himself in this conflict than he had been during the early days of the Anglo-Boer war. However, it had been Carey Hamilton who had successfully persuaded Nat to change his mind then. Ben thought he might possibly do the same once again.


At the meeting held in the War Office with senior army and naval officers present, Ben realised that not all of them were enthusiastic about the mission that Carey Hamilton had outlined to Ben in Cornwall. The naval officers in particular were dubious about the feasibility of carrying gunboats overland for such a distance before giving battle to the enemy on a ‘lake’, even one like Lake Tanganyika, which was more than 400 miles long and up to 30 miles wide.


Their lack of confidence proved well founded that afternoon when Ben accompanied them to a spot on the River Thames, to the east of London, to watch the launches try out the three-pounder guns that had been mounted on them.


When the first gun was fired, the recoil sent it and its gunner hurtling backwards, depositing both in the river. In the haste to have everything ready in time for the demonstration, the dockyard fitters working on the gunboats had neglected to secure the gun to the launch.


Fortunately, the naval gunner was rescued having suffered no more than a ducking and a loss of dignity. The three-pounder was left to take its place in the mud of the River Thames alongside artefacts spanning thousands of years of the river’s history.


Such an accident might well have sounded the death knell for the improbable venture. However, contrary to his earlier misgivings, Ben was captivated by the sheer audacity of the proposed enterprise. Back in the War Office, after poring over the woefully inadequate and often inaccurate maps supplied by the Belgian authorities, he declared that, despite the awesome difficulties that would need to be overcome by such an expedition, in his opinion it could succeed. Furthermore, because of the improbable – not to say fantastic – nature of such a venture, he was convinced it would take the German authorities unawares.


Carey Hamilton was delighted. He had supported the plan from its conception, often against the strong opposition of more conservative senior officers. Others, hitherto undecided, eventually added their support, impressed by Ben’s first-hand knowledge of the area and his balanced assessment of the chances of success of the mission. As a result, when a vote was taken on whether or not to go ahead with the mission, it was carried by a majority of two to one.


It was a victory for those who shared Carey Hamilton’s belief in the imaginative project. However, although they had won the day, it was now time to face practicalities – and it was here that Ben’s knowledge of the terrain to be traversed was put to the test.


First, he needed to correct the frighteningly inaccurate maps supplied by the Belgian authorities. He had told Carey that he believed such a task might prove beyond his capabilities, but once he sat down to study the maps he recalled details that he had believed to be long forgotten. The Belgian maps were similar to those he had acquired before setting forth from Insimo on his hunting trip, many years before. Along the way he had corrected them, adding many of the features he had encountered. Now, looking at the maps, memories of his earlier work returned to him.


Here was the ravine where he had been attacked by a lion. There, a river where only dynamite would disperse the basking crocodiles. On another map, where an apparently unbroken chain of mountains barred the way of an expedition such as the one planned by Carey Hamilton and his fellow generals, Ben pencilled in an uncharted pass, used by him and his Matabele hunters to provide them with a safe route, bypassing the lands of hostile Congolese tribesmen.


Using such knowledge, he was able to trace out what he considered to be a feasible route by which the two gun-carrying launches might be transported from Fungurume to Sankisia.


For part of the route the launches could be floated on a river that was not even marked on the Belgian maps. Unfortunately, at the time when the launches were likely to reach the area the water would be too low for them to risk using their engines, for fear of breaking the propellers. They would need to employ natives with paddles to propel them to their destination.


There were few tracks along the route and a path would need to be carved out of the undergrowth. In addition, it would be necessary to build bridges over numerous small rivers and equally small but deep gullies.


Ben also stated that for part of the route more power would be needed than could possibly be provided by local tribesmen. But he had become excited by the concept of such a mission and, after initial hesitation, he offered to provide two of the traction engines currently in use at Ruddlemoor. Steam-powered, their boilers could be heated by means of wood cut from trees along the way.


He even suggested they might make use of the services of a brilliant young Cornish engineer named Sam Hooper who was currently employed at Ruddlemoor. Hooper was familiar with the traction engines, having been responsible for them from the day they had been brought to the works. He would ensure that the heavy and powerful vehicles were not driven beyond their considerable capabilities. After discussions with the senior officers present at the meeting, Ben put in a telephone call to Ruddlemoor, and was able to persuade Sam to journey to London immediately in order to discuss details of his proposed participation in the forthcoming operation.


By the end of the second full day in London the maps had been drawn up, Ben had given the War Office all the information he could – and Sam Hooper had received official approval for the part he would play in the imaginative venture.


A quiet but confident and assured young man, Sam had not visited the capital city before. After listening to details of the proposed plan and the part that would be played by steam, he agreed to accompany the expedition to Lake Tanganyika and assume responsibility for the Ruddlemoor traction engines.


A delighted Carey Hamilton declared that to celebrate Ben and Sam’s participation he would take them to one of London’s top restaurants before Sam returned to Cornwall and Ben began his journey to bring Lily home from Switzerland. He explained that the restaurant was a favourite with senior officers of the army and Navy. Its reputation was such that it was also frequented by members of the government and the staffs of London’s many foreign embassies.


The table to which they were shown was covered with an immaculate white cloth and laid with gleaming silver cutlery. It was the first time Sam had been inside such a restaurant – indeed, inside any restaurant. When Carey left the table to pay a visit to the cloakroom, Ben, aware of his young companion’s uncertainty, tried to make the Cornishman feel more at ease.


‘This is quite a place, Sam, but I must admit that I find it a little awesome. I’m going to order some of the simplest things on the menu – why don’t you do the same? I’m also a bit baffled by all this cutlery. I know we’re supposed to start at the outside and work our way inwards, but let’s just follow what Carey does.’


By the time Carey returned Ben and Sam had decided what they were going to eat. Carey began scanning the menu, breaking off occasionally to point out some of the interesting fellow-diners.


‘There are many military men from the foreign armies in London too,’ he said, ‘and some of their uniforms put ours to shame. Take that worn by the young man coming through the door right now, for instance. I saw him only a week or so ago at a party given by the Portuguese ambassador. He is a newly appointed assistant military attaché at the Portuguese embassy but his uniform might have been designed for an operetta.’


Looking towards the restaurant entrance, Ben saw a young man of perhaps twenty-six or seven, wearing a colourful uniform adorned with a liberal amount of gold braid. He was accompanied by a very attractive olive-skinned young woman who was perhaps a year or two younger than her companion.


Carey Hamilton was startled when Ben sprang to his feet, his chair almost crashing to the ground in his haste. ‘I know that young man,’ he declared, ‘and that must be his sister with him. It’s Philippe St Anna and his sister Antonia. You must have met them too, Carey … though you probably don’t remember. They spent a great deal of time at Insimo – we practically grew up together. I must go and greet them.’


‘Of course,’ Carey replied. ‘Invite them to join us for dinner, Ben. It will be a great pleasure. It has been a very long time since I shared my table with someone as attractive as the young lady …’


IV


Captain Philippe St Anna was a very personable young man and, as Carey had commented, his colourful Portuguese army uniform stood out in a restaurant where most of the male guests were dressed in uniforms of dull khaki. Antonia too attracted a great deal of attention, her beauty outshining all the other women present.


Once they had recovered from their initial surprise and delight at seeing him, the young couple readily accepted Ben’s invitation to join him and his companions for dinner. Ben received many envious glances from male diners as he escorted the Portuguese siblings to the table which was being hurriedly laid for five by the restaurant manager and his staff.


As Ben explained to Carey and Sam, he, Philippe and Antonia had been very close friends in Africa, where their parents had been friends before them. Indeed, Daniel Retallick had once saved the life of the Portuguese couple’s father by removing a bullet that was threatening his life, using a hunting knife as a primitive surgical tool, during a particularly turbulent period in the histories of Rhodesia and Mozambique, otherwise known as Portuguese East Africa.


In those days Philippe, Antonia and their parents had looked upon Insimo as their second home, a place of refuge on the frequent occasions when the tribes of the Portuguese colony rose in rebellion against their overlords.


The introductions over, Ben said, ‘You must remember them, Carey, even though they were children when you were there. You knew their father and mother.’


‘Of course I remember them,’ Carey declared. ‘I once tried to teach them both how to play cricket. As I recall, Antonia showed rather more aptitude for the game than her brother! But what are you doing in London now, Antonia … apart from turning the head of every man in the restaurant?’


Giving him a smile, Antonia replied, ‘I am Doctor Antonia St Anna now. I am in London visiting Philippe before travelling on to France to work in a hospital treating wounded soldiers. I have been told there is a desperate need of doctors there.’


‘Is this where you see your future, Antonia, in British military hospitals?’ Once more the question came from Carey.


Antonia shook her head. ‘No. I intend eventually to return to my people in Mozambique. There is a great need for medical care there too. But the greatest need for doctors at the moment is in Europe. There is much work to be done treating wounded soldiers.’


‘But your country is not involved in the fighting,’ Carey persisted. ‘Would your presence in a British military hospital not be frowned upon by your government?’


‘As a doctor I will treat whoever has most need of me,’ Antonia declared firmly, ‘and there is much I can learn here.’ Glancing briefly at her brother, she added, ‘Besides, I do not think Portugal will always remain neutral.’


Carey’s military interest was aroused by Antonia’s unexpected statement and he asked, ‘What makes you think that? Portugal is far removed from the fighting, and with the way the war is going – for everyone involved – I would have thought your leaders would wish to remain outside it.’


‘In Europe perhaps.’ It was Philippe who replied. ‘However, the Germans have attacked the homeland of Antonia and me in Mozambique on more than one occasion. True, they have apologised in each instance, but that will not prevent it from happening again.’


‘Portugal is taking the situation there very seriously,’ Antonia said. ‘Our father has been sent to take charge of our army in Mozambique and prevent further German incursions.’ Turning to Ben, she said, ‘You know he too is now a general, like his father before him? But let us not talk of war and soldiering this evening. It is such an unexpected pleasure to meet up with you again, Ben. We must catch up on all the news of our families. What of your wife … Lily, is it not? When last I had news of her she was not at all well. Is she better now?’


For the remainder of a very enjoyable meal the talk was mainly of the Retallick and St Anna families, with most of whom Carey was familiar. Although Sam knew little about Ben’s family life in Africa he was included in the conversation as far as possible, but he did not mind being a listener rather than a participant in the talk. He was a naturally quiet young man and enjoyed learning a great deal more than most Cornishmen knew about Ben Retallick.


Carey Hamilton too was happy to spend much of the evening listening to what was being said. His contact with the young Portuguese military attaché might well prove fruitful in the future and could lead to an eventual meeting with the commander of the Portuguese army in Mozambique. It would certainly strengthen his case for returning to active duty in the East African campaign, especially if Portugal did enter the war against Germany – and the fact that the possibility of Portuguese involvement in the war was being discussed would be of considerable interest to British government intelligence.


The five diners left the restaurant in a very happy state of mind, and although it was late they were reluctant to part company with each other. It was decided they would walk together to the Portuguese embassy where Philippe and Antonia were staying, then Ben and Sam would carry on to their hotel leaving Carey to make his way to the London flat provided for him by the War Office.


Guided by Carey, they were taking a short cut through a residential area between two still busy roads when suddenly there was a frighteningly loud explosion just ahead of them. To their horror, a section of one of the houses seemed to rise in the air before masonry began tumbling down into the street. Then they saw the flicker of flames from behind a glassless window.


‘What the …’ Carey uttered the words as Ben thought there must have been a gas leak, but then there was another explosion, this one in the next street. It was followed by a third – and then another, even farther away.


As though the last explosion had triggered a switch, shafts of light from a dozen or so searchlights began to probe the night sky over London and one of them briefly touched upon a slim, silver, cigar-shaped object high above the capital city before it disappeared behind a patch of cloud.


‘It’s a German Zeppelin,’ Carey exclaimed. ‘We’re being bombed! Quick … take cover.’


After what the German bomb had just done to the nearby house, it was difficult to know what might be considered suitable ‘cover’ from the surprise air raid, the first experienced by London since the war had begun some nine months before.


At that moment Sam cried, ‘Listen! There’s someone in the bombed house.’


Fire had quickly taken hold on the ruined house, fuelled by a fractured gas pipe, but above the crackling of the flames they could hear the sound of screaming from inside the building.


A number of women and children, together with a few mainly elderly men, had rushed out into the street, but they seemed too dazed by the devastation that confronted them to comprehend what was happening in the damaged building. Tackling an elderly woman who had come from the house next to the one struck by the German bomb, Ben said, ‘The bombed house … the one on fire,’ he added quickly, when the women seemed not to understand, ‘who lives there?’


He needed to repeat the question before the woman said, ‘Emily … Emily Proctor and her three little ’uns. Her husband’s in France, with the army …’


Waiting to hear no more, Ben ran to the front door of the bombed house with Sam and the others close behind. Despite the damage to the house the door was securely closed, and when kicking it made no impression Sam and Ben charged at it, hitting it simultaneously with their shoulders while a frustrated Carey stood back, his injured leg preventing him from offering any help to them in their efforts.


When the door eventually sprang open, the heat from the fire burning at the far end of a passageway was immediately evident. There were stairs rising to the upper floor from about halfway along the passageway, but a great deal of masonry, including a chimney, had crashed through the roof, carrying away a whole section of stairs and leaving the remainder hanging precariously away from the wall.


It was from somewhere beyond the top of the stairs, where there was a great deal of smoke, that the cries for help were emanating.


Ben stepped on the first stair but it immediately fell to pieces. ‘How are we going to get up there?’


Sam slipped past him. ‘Let me try. I’m a lot smaller and lighter than you.’ Cutting short Ben’s protest, he said, ‘I’m smallest of all of us and stand more chance of making it to the top without the stairs collapsing. You, the general and Philippe stay here. When I find the children I’ll lower them down to you – but keep Antonia outside. If there’s fire upstairs she’s likely to be needed.’


Before Ben could argue further, Sam was making his way up the shattered staircase. Halfway up, part of it broke away, but he managed to scramble on to the next sagging section, leaving pieces of staircase falling away behind him. It was apparent now that he would make it to the top, but Ben realised he would have great difficulty returning the same way even if the fire had not reached the stairs by then – and it seemed to be devouring everything in its path along the passageway at an alarming rate.


At the top of the stairs there was sufficient black smoke to smart Sam’s eyes and set him coughing. But he was close to the frantic voices now – and a terrified child was crying. The sounds came from behind two adjacent doors. From one room a woman was alternately shouting reassurances to her children and calling for help. In the other room he could hear the voices of two children, one of whom was now crying hysterically.


Sam’s shouts that help was at hand went unheeded, and when he tried to open the doors, which were partially hidden behind a heap of beams and roof tiles, he realised that the walls of the rooms were distorted and both doors were jammed.


A couple of kicks made no impression on either, although it did bring a halt to the cries of those inside the two bedrooms. Looking about him, Sam saw a cross-beam that had crashed down from the roof. It was heavy, but he was able to lift it and believed it would be solid enough for his purpose.


‘Stay back from the doors,’ he shouted. ‘I’m going to break them down and bring you out of there.’


‘Hurry up … please! There’s smoke coming up through the floor … it sounds as though the fire will come through at any moment …’ cried the woman in the room to his right.


‘It’s coming up through the floor here too!’ The screamed message came from the room containing the children – and Sam decided to attack their door first. If he released their mother now she would be so concerned for them she would probably hamper his rescue attempts.


The first swing at the door splintered some of the woodwork, but it also jarred his shoulders so much he thought for a moment he must have dislocated something. However, feeling quickly returned to them and when he swung the beam once more, harder this time, the door gave way enough for two small boys to squeeze through the opening, emerging from the smoke that escaped with them.


‘Good boys! Go and stand at the top of the stairs – but don’t try to go down until I have released your ma and come back to you.’


Sam immediately attacked the second door, but it took four attempts before the door crashed open and a young woman emerged clutching a small girl in her arms. Both were coughing and spluttering and this time it was not only smoke but flames which followed them through the door. Sam, his own eyes streaming from the smoke which was by now dense throughout the upper floor, realised the woman’s clothing was smouldering.


There was no time to waste trying to tear away the scorched nightdress. Clutching her arm, he said, ‘Quick … come with me,’ and led her to the top of the stairs where both boys crouched, whimpering with fright as she pulled them to her.


Gently prising the youngest of the boys from her, Sam took him by the hand and said, ‘Come with me. The rest of you stay here, I won’t be a minute.’


There was too much smoke filling the house now for him to be able to see anything well, but he led the boy down the broken staircase as far as he dared, feeling his way until his foot found only empty air.


‘Mr Retallick … Ben, are you still there?’


‘I’m here, Sam,’ came the hoarse reply, ‘but the fire’s very close. Have you found anyone?’


‘I’ve got all of them,’ Sam replied. ‘If I try to swing the first young boy down do you think you could take him from me?’


‘Yes, do it now … but hurry, the fire is really taking hold.’


Wasting no more time, Sam took the young boy by the wrists and ignoring his cry of fright swung him out and down beyond the stair on which he was standing.


The staircase sagged alarmingly, and it seemed an age before the weight of the young boy was taken from him and Ben said, ‘I have him. Let go, Sam.’


Releasing his hold, Sam said, ‘I’m going back for the others. Come back here to take them from me, Ben.’


The next young boy was passed down to Ben in the same way and then it was the young girl’s turn. She proved more difficult because she was terrified and too young to have it explained to her what was happening. However, Ben took a firm hold on her and quickly passed her back to Carey, who was waiting between the staircase and the front door.


By now the flames had almost reached the staircase and were on the landing above, and as Ben guided the children’s mother to the staircase he could feel her trembling as he helped her down. They had almost reached the last stair when their combined weights proved too much for the badly damaged staircase. It collapsed, sending Sam and the woman crashing down into the passageway.


Dazed by the fall, Sam lost all sense of direction, but he was grabbed by two hands and hauled from the building and into the street by Carey Hamilton. Coughing up smoke and at the same time trying to breathe air into his lungs, Sam croaked, ‘The woman … she fell with me …’


‘She’s all right, Sam, Ben brought her out. Antonia is treating her now. She’s been burned a little and has hurt her arm, but she has no life-threatening injuries. Neither have the children … thanks to you.’


Relaxing now the rescue was over, Sam realised that his chest and throat were sore from the smoke he had inhaled. He hardly noticed the congratulations of the neighbours of the family he had rescued, but he would never forget the congratulatory kiss he received from Antonia and Ben’s handshake and sincere ‘Well done!’


The final accolade came from Lieutenant General Carey Hamilton. While Antonia was treating a burn Sam had somehow sustained on his neck during the rescue, the senior officer came to shake him by the hand.


‘You were truly magnificent, Sam,’ said the senior officer. ‘If I ever had any doubts about your taking part in the African expedition, tonight would have dispelled them once and for all. Your presence of mind in the emergency we have just encountered was absolutely superb. The officer commanding the expedition is very fortunate indeed to have you with him – I will ensure he is aware of my high regard for you.’


Before they parted company at Paddington station the following morning, Ben gave letters to Sam to pass on to Captain Bray, who would be in charge of Ruddlemoor during Ben’s absence, and also to Lottie, Lily’s mother, who lived in St Austell. He had tentatively suggested to Carey Hamilton that she might accompany him to Switzerland, but Carey told him bluntly that they had broken all the rules by granting him permission to travel through France. It would not be possible to arrange for Lottie to go with him.


Before the train left the platform Carey had to return to the War Office for a meeting. Saying goodbye to Ben, he said, ‘Are you quite certain I cannot persuade you to join the expedition to Lake Tanganyika with Sam? I would be far more confident about its ultimate success if I knew you were there to guide it. I don’t doubt that the naval officer in charge of the party will carry out his duties well enough when he and his boats are afloat on the lake, but he has to get there first, and he is something of an oddball. I would like to know there was someone I could trust guiding the party.’


Ben shook his head. ‘It’s a tempting offer, Carey. There are many times when I feel I want to be back in Africa, but more than anything else I want to get to Switzerland and bring Lily home to Cornwall. We’ve been apart for far too long. I miss her.’


‘Of course,’ Carey said, ‘I do understand. And having Sam there to take care of your traction engines will be a great help … but if ever you change your mind remember that I am only a telephone call away.’


Carey left Paddington station well satisfied that bringing Ben to London had been worthwhile. He also believed that in Sam the commander of the expedition had a man who could be thoroughly relied upon in whatever emergency it might encounter along the way.


When Carey had gone, Ben smiled wryly at Sam. ‘There can be few men who have had a more eventful introduction to London, Sam. What are your feelings about it all?’


‘Well, it’s certainly been exciting and I doubt whether I will ever again meet such a beautiful woman as Antonia, but I could never live in such a place as this. It’s too big and full of people who don’t know one another.’ Suddenly grinning, he added, ‘But I’ve got a fine suit and can look forward to an adventure that most of the men at Ruddlemoor would give their right arm to take part in.’ The suit had been bought for him by Ben earlier that morning because the one he had worn to London – his only one – had been ruined in the bombed house.


‘Africa is going to be no picnic, Sam – and you mustn’t so much as hint to anyone in Cornwall what you’ll be doing there. Say the traction engines are being shipped out to Rhodesia to carry out some work on my family’s land at Insimo and that I want you to go with them to ensure they stay running well. That reminds me, you’d better make a list of any spares you are likely to need. I’ll have Carey Hamilton place a government order for them. That way you’ll get them faster.’


The conversation then turned to what Sam was likely to encounter on the long journey through Africa and what to expect from the people he met there, both white men and African tribesmen. Long before Ben had finished telling him, the train guard came along the length of the train ensuring that all the doors were closed. Then a whistle was blown, a flag was waved and the Cornwall-bound train steamed out of the station.


It was now time for Ben to cross London and take a train to the Channel port of Folkestone. He felt he had accomplished a great deal during his visit to the capital. In his pocket he carried a letter authorising him to travel from Britain to Switzerland ‘by whatever means deemed to be appropriate’. It also stated that he was travelling for ‘compassionate reasons’ and would be returning accompanied by his wife. The letter was signed, not by Carey Hamilton, as had been promised, but by the First Sea Lord, Admiral Lord Fisher, who had been given ultimate responsibility for organising the expedition to Lake Tanganyika. As Carey had explained to Ben, a letter signed by such a high-ranking, titled officer would carry far more weight than his own signature.


Once on his train, Ben’s thoughts turned to the unexpected meeting with Philippe and Antonia St Anna in the London restaurant. He was not surprised that Philippe was in the army and apparently at the start of a promising career. His father and grandfather had both been generals in the Portuguese army and had seen a great deal of active service in East Africa during the turbulent years of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The two men had been close friends of Ben’s father and of his brother Nathan.


The presence of Antonia had been an additional pleasure. Ben had last seen her more than twelve years before, when she had paid a fleeting visit to Insimo with her mother from their home in Mozambique. She had then been a rather skinny twelve-year-old, with a shy ‘crush’ on Ben’s older brother Nathan, whose exploits as an army scout during the Boer war had always been greatly admired by both her father and her grandfather.


She was now no longer the skinny young girl he had known then, but a very beautiful young woman. It was apparent too, from the talk about the table, that her brother and the other members of her family were very proud of the fact that she had chosen to pursue a career that had few women among its ranks – and none at all from the part of the world where she had been born and brought up.


Then his thoughts returned to Lily once more and he felt a warm glow. How much he would have to tell her when they met up once more!


V


‘I don’t like the thought of you being all that way from Cornwall and me not knowing what you’re up to, I really don’t …’


In his bedroom in the small granite-built cottage he shared with his mother Betsy, Sam Hooper had been cramming clothes into a suitcase to take with him on his unexpected trip to London.


As she handed him clean socks, shirts and underwear and criticised his haphazard method of packing, Betsy had expressed the misgivings she had repeated at least half a dozen times since Sam had returned from Ruddlemoor after receiving Ben’s telephone call from the War Office saying that he was sending the works’ traction engines to Africa and would like Sam to consider travelling with them to keep them maintained in good order. Ben had said nothing about the purpose of sending the machines so far away, and the young Cornish engineer had assumed he would be going to carry out work on the Retallicks’ family home in Rhodesia.


When Sam immediately said that he would be delighted to make such a journey, Ben told him to come to London immediately. He would meet Sam at the station and take him to the London hotel where he too was staying, and they would together attend meetings to discuss the work Sam would be required to carry out in Africa.


‘London’s far enough away from Cornwall,’ Betsy had said unhappily, ‘but Africa … ! Why, it’s the other side of the world! The Lord alone knows what you’ll be given to eat there – and who will do your washing and mending? … No, it’s no use you saying such things aren’t important. I don’t like it, Sam, I’m telling you straight. I shall tell Mr Retallick so when I see him. Africa, indeed …’
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