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PREFACE

These stories, with the exception of the two chapters
entitled “The Husbandmen,” are all based on the ex-
periences of the writer when serving in France and else-
where, or on those of fellow-officers with whom he has been
brought into contact. The writer makes no claims—
and possesses none—to be considered a writer of fiction.
Several of these stories deal with the battle of Mons, the
Marne, the Aisne, Ypres, and the Somme; in each of
these cases an attempt has been made to describe things
as they actually occurred, though the art of “camouflage”
has been practised to the extent of disguising the names
of the characters and units concerned. Other and more
strategical pens have described these mighty battles
viewed at leisure as examples of the art of war; the
writer has limited himself to describing them as they
presented themselves in glimpses to the eyes of men who,
being engaged in fighting them, had no time to speculate
about them. The particular phases recorded in these
pages are here made public for the first time; some day
they will doubtless receive more orderly treatment in the
records of certain West-country regiments and the his-
tory of two batteries of artillery. For the truth
of the story called “No Man’s Land” the author does
not vouch; it is sufficient to say that it is based on a
conversation with a fellow-officer one night in billets
behind the lines. CENTURION.
February, 1918
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS USED

IN THIS VOLUME

‘Bob. Shilling (24 cents).
Chit. Memo. or note.
Trolley.

Hand-car or push-car.

0O.P. Observation Post. C.O.
F.0.0. Forward Observing Officer. 0.C.
M.G. Machine Gun. G.0.C.
L.G. Lewis Gun.
F.P. Field Punishment. N.CO.
C.B. Confinement to Barracks. ) HQ.
LH.L. Imprisonment with Hard G.HQ.
abour. M.O.
C.M. Court Martial. R.T.O.
G.CM. General Court Martial. L. of C.
M.I. Military Intelligence. HE.
A.PM. Assistant Provost-Marshal. AAG.
L.I. Light Infantry. AG
R.F.A. Royal Field Artillery. AD M S.
R.GA. Royal Garrison Artillery. ik
GLOSSARY
A.B.C. Shop.
Mr. Cox. Of Cox & Co., Army Bankers.
Bully Beef. Canned corned beef.

Commanding Officer.
Officer Commanding.

General Officer Com-
manding.

Non-commis’ed Officer.

Headquarters.

General Headquarters.

Medical Officer.

RailwayTransp’t Officer.
Lines of Communication.
High Explosive.
Assistant Adjutant Gen-
eral.
Adjutant-General.
Assistant  Director of
Medical Services.

Aérated Bread Company’s refreshment and tea room.
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GENTLEMEN AT ARMS
I

THE LIEUTENANT

N THE day he was born his father wrote two
O letters. One was addressed to the head of a
certain school of ancient foundation in a
southern county; the other to the Dean of a col-
lege at Oxford. For, like some London clubs, they
took a good deal of getting into and his father, whose
name was on the registers of both of them, deter-
mined to leave nothing to chance.

The boy grew and waxed strong in spirit. He lay
for hours on his back cooing to himself and doing
mighty Swedish exercises, breasting the air like a
strong swimmer with his arms and kicking lustily
with his legs. “Isn’t he sweet?” said his mother to
the doctor for the thousandth time.

“Hum! his patellar reflexes seem all right,” said
the doctor who was used to such maternal ecstasies.

They called him Anthony—Tony for short. He
began life with a face of extraordinary solemnity that
was almost senile, but it grew younger as he grew
older. His eyes, which were at first a neutral colour
inclining to mouse-gray, gradually changed till the
irises revealed the deep brown tint of his mother’s,
3



4 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

so that looking into them she seemed to be looking
into a mirror. But his nondescript nose took on the
clear-cut Grecian profile of his father. You could
see just that nose, slightly defaced by time, on the
stone effigies of chain-mail knights in the wvillage
church, where they lay under the trefoil arches with
their feet crossed and their hands folded, resting
from the last crusade. The first discovery that he
made was that his toes, which seemed to remain
with him, were his own. The next thing he dis-
covered was that in the immensity around him
some things were near and others distant, and
that sometimes, as he put out an exploring hand to
grasp her breast, his mother was within reach and
sometimes not—whereby he arrived at a distinction
which has vexed the metaphysicians for centuries: the
difference between self and not-self. But in the case
of his mother, unlike other of the big people who
hovered round him from time to time, he never suc-
ceeded in completely establishing this distinction,
and all through his life distance only brought her
more near, till one day—but that comes later.

One night, when he was about three years old, he
was lying asleep 1n his cot in the nursery when a log
fell from the untended fire, and sending up a spurt of
flame threw a gigantic shadow on the wall by his
bed. He woke with a start and a cry, for the shadow
was now leaping, now crouching, as though it were
going to pounce upon him. And he cried lustily.
The next moment there was a light footfall of bare
feet, two soft arms were clasping his neck, and a
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| THE LIEUTENANT E

shower of auburn hair, soft as silk, fell around his
' face. ‘“What is the matter with Mummy’s boy? Is

! he frightened then? Where’s the little man who was
.gomg to kill Apollyon? What will poor Mummy

;ndo when she meets Avollyon if her little man is

! afraid?”
“I’se not afraid,” he said stoutly, his lips quivering.
And after that, although he sometimes knew fear, he
! was never afraid. For he always remembered in

i‘ the nick of time that some day Mummy would want
! him to fight Apollyon. But he had made a great
Y discovery—almost as portentous as the discovery of
! self and not-self. He had discovered that he had
8 two selves, the self which said “I am afraid”” and the
¥ self which said “Go to! I am not afraid.” And
8 from that day he learnt to despise the former and
¥ respect the latter. The first he called “Mr. Feeble-
% Mind,” and the second “Mr. Great-Heart.” And
2 when he was sure he was alone he often talked with
8 the former, hurling the most derisive epithets at it

and bidding it get behind him, for it had an alias

8 which was “Temptation.”

His early world was bounded by a yew hedge
which marked the end of the bowling green. The
house, which was visited on one occasion by a party
of grave gentlemen in spectacles—he learnt after-

| ward that they called themselves the County

Archzological Society—was shaped like the letter
“E” and had great gables with mullioned windows
whose leaden casements glowed like fire in the
westering sun. The oak-panelling was black with

i
I
i
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age, and on the plaster wall of one of the bedrooms
Moses and the patriarchs were frescoed in doublet
and hose, and Pharaoh’s daughter stooped over the
bulrushes in a farthingale. Tony loved it at first
because it seemed specially designed to enable him
to play hide and seek in its oak closets, long corridors,
and deep alcoves, and he loved it to the end of his
life because 1t was his home. Beyond the yew
hedge was the paddock, beyond the paddock was the
park, and above the tops of the beeches Tony could
see the edge of the world, which was a chalk down.
Beyond that chalk down, he felt assured, was the
Celestial City, although he had heard grown-ups
call it “the howizon.”

He passed from the hands of a tutor to the puplic
school for which his father had put his name down on
the day of his birth. He began as the lowliest of fags
and the first thing he discovered was that for his
name, which was illustrious, was rudely substituted
another and a homelier—*“Freckles.” He came
back after his first half with an immense stock of
knowledge, not to be found in books, and a vocabu-
lary which was unfamiliar to everyone at home
except his father—a vocabulary in which “to thoke”
is to slack, “to brock,” is to bully, in which “Long-
meads”’ stands for a day off and “Moab” does duty
for a lavatory. “It is a vocabulary which once
learnt 1s never forgotten; men of his school speak it in
the hill-stations of India, on the African veldt, in the
back flats of Australia, and wherever two or three of
them are gathered together. Also he exhibited a
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THE LIEUTENANT 7

discoloured eye. At all of which his father rejoiced,
but his mother was sorrowful, feeling that he had
passed without the cloister of her heart. But in
this she was mistaken.

In due time he reached the dizzy heights of the
Sixth and became a prefect with the right to turn his
trousers up and to wear brown boots, which is only
permitted to the elect. Also he won his cap as
centre forward in the School Fifteen. Small boys
imitated him, big boys envied him, and he had a
retinue of clients like a Roman patron. He put
down bullying in his house with a strong hand—and
other things. By this time he had learnt to turn out
a good hexameter and a neat iambic; also to put
Burke into a Latin prose that was stately without
being pompous.

Thence he went to Oxford. His name was already
on the books of his father’s old college, but, as it
turned out, he needed no precedence, for he took a
classical scholarship. There he learned the same
lesson that he had learnt at school—namely, that
the first thing to do is to live down an outside repu-
tation; the greater the reputation the more modest
it behoves you to be. He found that a first-year man
does not call on a second-year man, but waits to
be called on. No! not though the one be a scholar
and the other a commoner. Also that one is never
elected into the best clubs or college societies in
one’s first term. But not being a pushful person
he had really no need to learn these things, for he
knew them by instinct. But men sought him out
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and discovered his worth so that in his second term,
when he lavishly returned the hospitalities of the
first, the size of his battels drew a mild rebuke from
the Dean. But beyond occasionally getting gated,
he managed to keep on good terms with the Dons,
who can rarely resist the man who is at once an
athlete and a scholar. After tubbing in the Morri-
son fours, he rowed seven in the Torpids and his
boat did a bump every night near the “gut.” Great
faggots blazed in the quad the last night, and for
once in his life Tony got rather drunk and was with
difficulty restrained from mounting the pyre, having
to be put to bed by his friends, loudly protesting
that he was Joan of Arc. He got ploughed in
Divinity Mods for a character-sketch of St. Peter,
which the Examiners voted learned but profane;
your Anglican don does not like to hear the disciple
described as ““the enfant terrible of the Twelve.” Also
he entertained a Socialist chimney-sweeper in his
rooms like a2 man and a brother and (what was far
worse in the eyes of Anglican Dons), a Nonconform-
ist draper with whom he insisted on discussing the
right of entry in single-school areas. For it was his
fashion to try all things. In long walks over Shot-
over and Cumnor, in high talks at night in the quad
or in his rooms, he discussed in the manner of Plato’s
dialectics, the Nature of the State, the Responsibili-
ties of the Empire toward Subject-races, the Mean-
ing of Good, the Nature of Truth, and the Orna-
ments Rubric. For of such things do men talk at
Oxford, plumbing the depths of speculation in a
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THE LIEUTENANT 9

world where speculation takes the place of experi-
ence and men see Life, like the dwellers in the cave of
Plato’s myth, by the shadows that the outer world
throws upon its enchanted walls. '

His first long vacation was less than hali-way
through when a cloud no bigger than a man’s hand
rose upon the horizon. It first appeared when his
father opened the newspaper at breakfast one
morning and read out that an Archduke had been
assassinated in a tiny satrapy of the Austrian
Empire. ‘“Another of those Balkan melodramas,”
he said lightly as he turned to the stock markets.
But in a few days the cloud grew bigger. The bank-
rate went up like a rocket, dark hints of “mobiliza-
tion”” appeared, the word “ultimatum” was repeated
in the papers, one read curiously of an encounter
between patrols on the Franco-German frontier,
and noted with consternation that a man had been
killed. And then the storm burst. The King called
for men.

The cornfields were brilliant with scarlet pimper-
nel and rest-harrow, and the wheat, changing from
sea-green to gold and heavy in the ear, gave prom-
ise of an early harvest. But father and son ceased
to talk of days among the stubble; the boy was silent,
until one day he announced his intention of “doing
his bit.” His mother turned pale but said nothing.
That night she entered his room, according to her
habit, to kiss him good-night. She went down on

her knees beside him and with her arms round his
neck said: “Don’t—you are all I have.” He looked
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straight into her face and said reproachfully:
“Mummy! who was it told me—do you remember?
—never to fear Apollyon?” And from that mo-
ment she knew it was useless, nor did she try to dis-
suade him, for she would not have had it otherwise.
They remained in long communion as he told her all
the secrets of his heart, and when she rose to go her
eyes were dry, for in that hour she knew, as she had
not known since he was a little child, that he and
she were one.

He joined the O.T.C. He learnt section drill,
platoon drill, company drill, and many other things.
And then one day he applied for a commission. He
duly filled up all the interrogatories on M.T. 392 and
against “unit preferred” he wrote the name of a
well-known West-Country regiment in whose officers’
mess his family name was a household word. And he
sent it to his old Head for the usual certificate of
moral character. He blushed when it came back, and
was slightly annoyed, for the Head, not content with
the words, “I certify,” had added an afterthought:
““He 1s an excellent fellow; one of the best.”

At the School of Instruction he learnt the art of
war, his tutor being a Major invalided home from the
front who taught him all that can be learnt by oral
instruction on rationing, patrols, relief by sections,
and the making out of work-tables. And when all
home-keeping folk were in bed he marched them out
in column of fours to a lacerated field where they
practised “Night Op.” with the aid of a trip-wire, a
flare pistol, and implements of husbandry. The
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THE LIEUTENANT 11

Major was a wise man; he had drilled with the
recruits of his own regiment on the square when he
had been first gazetted from Sandhurst, and he held
that the best training for an officer is to learn to do
what you want done. Wherefore he made his
cadets learn their job by the sweat of their brow,
dig their own trenches, and throw out their own saps
—always remembering, when you begin to dig a sap,
to put up a sandbag on the end of a fork first, other-
wise you may never live to finish it.

The palms of their hands became as hard as a
cobbler’s, but it was good schooling, for it taught
them the most valuable of all lessons: to know when
they were giving orders exactly how much they were
asking of their men to do. And in dealing with men
this is the beginning of wisdom. Also he gave them
two pieces of advice, one of which was that at Mess
you are practically on parade and should behave
accordingly; the other that the first duty of a young
officer is to place the comfort and well-being of his
men before his own. But being a gentleman Tony
did not need to learn the one; and having been head
of his house he had already learned the other. So
that when the O.C. sent in his report upon him, on
his “paper-work,” “bearing,” ““punctuality,” and
“power of handling men,” he marked the first three
“good,” but the fourth “excellent.”

The Major must, I think, have taken rather a
fancy to him, for one day he asked him if he knew
anything about revolver-shooting and on being an-
swered in the negative, he took him privily aside and
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taught him a thing or two—first that you mustn’t
grip the revolver too tight or it will throw your
wrist off, second that you really fire with the whole
hand rather than with the trigger-finger and should
absorb the shock into your whole frame, and, last
and greatest of these, that in shooting a descending
figure you should incline the whole body as you
lower the arm and never make a series of elbow-
jerks. At the end of it all he plugged the target with
six shots in an eight-inch circle and the Major gave
him his blessing—and his revolver. He was to
owe his life more than once to what the Major
had taught him.

Then he joined his battalion and was put in com-
mand of a platoon.
“It’s very like being a prefect again with the Adju-
tant as the ‘Head,””” he wrote to his mother of his
first day’s duty as orderly officer, and so it was. To
carry on as orderly officer from reveillé to tattoo—
and later—requires tact. From the time when he
inspected the issue of rations in the early dawn to the
hour when he turned out the quarter-guard just
before midnight he was responsible for the “tone”
of that camp. He had to see that everything from
cook-house to guard-room was “clean and regular,”
to examine the rations with the eye of an Inspector
of Food and Drugs and to smell the men’s dinners
with the nose of a chef, to see that the utensils were
unspotted from the world and the rifles of the guard,
barring the safety-catch, ready to go off of them-
selves. Also he had to hear and adjudicate upon
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THE LIEUTENANT 13

“complaints” like a cadi under a palm-tree. To do
this kind of thing properly you have to be vigilant
without being fussy and alert without being restive
—otherwise your orderly sergeant and sergeant of
the guard get fussy and restive, too, and that kind of
thing is catching and bad for the men. He com-
pleted his report to the Adjutant next morning with
the words, ‘“Nothing unusual has occurred during my
tour of duty with the exception of that noted over-
leaf.” The Adjutant said nothing—and an Adju-
tant’s silence is golden. It means that you will do.
The first thing he did was to get to know his men.
He taught them that cleanliness was next to godli-

“ness and having commended their souls to the

padre he devoted himself to their bodies. He made
them take their caps off on parade to see if their
hair was parted and hold out their hands like bishops
at confirmation to see if their finger-nails were
clean. Also he encouraged them to play “footer,”
which keeps the pores open and is an infallible
remedy for “grouse” disease. And one night he
talked to them like a man and a brother in one of
the hutments on the history of the regiment. He
told them of a certain glorious episode in the de-
fence of the Residency in virtue of which they were
entitled to call themselves “L.1.” and how the soup-
tureen, now safely banked with the regimental
mess-plate, got the hole in it. Also why they were
entitled to wear a red flash on their hats and a half-
red pugaree on their helmets in virtue of their hav-
ing shown the red feather by way of biting their
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thumbs at Montcalm’s men in Quebec. And other
such things, till his men felt—and, as things turned
out later, proved—that the honour of the regiment
was dearer to them than their lives. They began to
think better of the geometry of platoon drill after
this, and to see that platoon, advancing in column of
fours, form forward into column of sections when he
uttered the words “On the left, form sections,” was
as good as watching the rhythmical swing of a well-
stroked eight. And by reason of all this, the O.C.
commended him, the captain of his company cher-
ished him, and his platoon-sergeant delighted to do
his bidding. And when the battalion went route-
marching over the downs, moving like a long cater-
pillar as each section of fours rose and fell over the
crest, and he marched at the head of his platoon, he
felt it was good, very good, to be alive.

He went out with his battalion to the front. His
letters home told his mother that he was having “a
ripping time.” He did not tell her that he wrote
them in a cave of clay with his feet in water and his
head in a cloud of smoke from damp coke and
damper wood. He endured without grousing rain and
cold and frost and mud and, what was far harder to
bear, a sad deficiency in machine-guns and trench-
mortars that were made out of stove-pipes.

He went through the second battle of Ypres, and
when his company officer and all his fellow officers
were knocked out he carried on with a handful of
men in a hole about the size of a dewpond and saved
the position. The next thing he knew was that his
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name appeared in the Gazette with the Military Cross.
The only comment he made was that other fellows
had a better claim to it—which was untrue. And
when he came home on seven days’ leave his mother
discovered that her boy had become a man. At
twenty he was wise with the wisdom of thirty-five—
wiser, perhaps, for he had seen things such as come
not once in a generation to the sons of men. His
leave coincided with one of those recurrent interludes
in which that elusive mirage “the end of the war”
appears before the wistful eyes of men, and they
talked of his future at Oxford. But he shook his
head.

“No,” he said pensively. “I shall never go
back, Mummy—I couldn’t. My year’s scattered
like the leaves of the forest,” he went on as, with his
back to them, he gazed through the window at the
dead leaves spinning under the beeches in the park.
“And anyhow I'm too old.” This at twenty.
But they knew what he meant and talked of the
Bar, a seat in Parliament, Quarter Sessions. To all
of which he returned no answer.

He went back. They saw him off by the boat-
train from Victoria. He held his mother a long
time and kissed the eyes into which his own had first
looked when he opened them in wonder upon the
world. And father and mother went home to-
gether to the big country-house which suddenly
seemed to have grown still bigger—so forlorn and
empty did it seem.

One night he had to go out on patrol—a recon-
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noitring patrol, which is always a small affair and
does not command the full complement of a fighting
patrol. He sat in his dug-out writing a letter home
on the flimsy of a “Messages and Signals” form.
The N.C.O. appeared at the dug-out and raised the
screen of sacking. Tony folded up the letter, sealed
it, addressed it, and marked the envelope, “To be
forwarded only in the event of my death.” Then he
examined the chambers of his revolver and rose and
went out into the night.

Far away across a sodden land lit up by the flashes
of guns like sheet-lightning, across a waste of waters
where a chain of destroyers rose and fell with the
Channel swell, beyond the rolling downs of the south
country, a woman in a great house awoke with a cry
out of a troubled sleep and put out her hand. “Jack,”
she said, “Tony’s dead!”

Her husband woke with a start and bent over her.

“Nonsense, Mary,” he said with faltering lips,
“you’ve been dreaming.” She was'sitting up in bed,
a shower of hair, still auburn, and still soft as silk,
falling about her shoulders as she gazed at the win-
dow. She sank back and buried her head in the
pillows.

“No!” she said. “I’ve seen him.”

Three days later a boy came up the drive with an
orange-coloured envelope in his hand. The father
saw him approaching from the dining-room window,
and something pierced him like a two-edged sword.
He learnt—but that was later—that Tony had gone
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out on patrol with a corporal; they had been sur-
prised by a party of the enemy and the N.C.O.
had got badly hit. He begged Tony to leave him.
But the boy took him up on his young shoulders and
made his way back. Sometimes he fell, for the man
was heavy and the ground bad, but he laboured on.
A star-shell went up behind them, and the earth
was suddenly stricken with a pallid glare of light.
Then a hail of bullets enveloped them and the boy
fell—this time to rise no more. The corporal said
afterward—this to the boy’s parents when they
came to see the corporal in hospital—that the boy
had said something at the last—‘“something I
couldn’t quite understand, ma’am, not being a
scholar like him, something that sounded like ‘Apol-
lyon.” But I fancy his mind was wandering-like.
And he never said no more.”




II
THE TIDE OF BATTLE

"“The Tide of Battle” is story of the first batile of Ypres, and 1t is based
on actual incidents,

HE aromatic mist of a late autumn morning
I wrapped the wood in a woolly shroud, and
there was an unmistakable nip in the air.
From every twig of beech and pine and chestnut
hung beads of moisture which, when they caught the
sun as it pierced the mists, sparkled like crystals.
Little drops of moisture hung also on the grass of
some newly-turned sods of earth close by the turf
emplacements, and as the mist cleared one could see
that these sods formed a mound some six feet by two.
It was the grave of the battery sergeant-major.
Some eight hours earlier it had been dug by the gun
detachment, in the darkness of the night, while the
owls hooted in the wood; and the captain com-
manding the battery had recited so much of the
Burial Service as he could remember, throwing in a
few handfuls of earth upon the still form under the
blanket when he reached the solemn words of com-
mittal. He looked at the grave as he walked to the
telephone dug-out, and wondered what further casual-
ties the day had in store for him.
At that moment an orderly came up and handed
18
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THE TIDE OF BATTLE 19

him a note. He opened it. It was written on a
“Messages and Signals” form, in blue pencil.

“A  new target,” he said to the subaltern.
“Miller, I want you to go forward and observe.
We're to take on Z church. The Germans
must have been using it as an O.P. since they drove
back the 7th Cavalry Brigade yesterday. We
haven’t got it registered.”

He took his map and ivory scale, and worked out
the angle of sight from the range and the height of
the new target. The gun detachments were already
at their stations. The direction was put on the dial-
sight. Two men then threw the trail over with the
aid of handspikes. As he shouted out the range and
angle of sight, No. 1 of each gun repeated his words
like a litany; there was a pause as the layer moved the
handle of the clinometer-sight till he shouted “set.”

“Lyddite,” said the Captain. The loader thrust
a shell into the breach and closed the wedge.

The Captain took out a cigarette, lit it, and waited.

About ten minutes later the telephonist, who had
been waiting with his ear at the receiver, spoke:

“Mr. Miller has arrived at the O. P., sir.”

“No. 1 gun ready?” :

“Ready, sir,” said the sergeant.

“Fire.”

The loader pulled the lanyard. There was a loud
report and a sheet of orange flame.

“One degree more right, sir,” said the telephonist,
with the receiver still at his ear. The section com-
mander repeated it.




20 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

The layer readjusted the dial-sight, and the gun
was fired again. There was a pause.

“Ten minutes more left, sir,” called the telephonist.

“Ten minutes more left,” chanted the Section
Commander and Number One in succession.

There was another pause. ‘“Hit, sir,” said the
telephonist. The Captain, having given the order
“repeat,” mounted a ladder by a haystack and
turned his glasses to the southeast. What he saw
apparently satisfied him, and he descended the
haystack.

The air fluttered, there was a loud thud, a crashing
of timber some fifty yards to the left, and out of the
living trees rose the mirage-like silhouette of a dead
tree outlined in a crayon of coal-black smoke above
the wood which drifted into nothingness against the
sky. No one took any notice. At such times the
russet-brown leaves of the beeches overhead trem-
bled violently, and for some minutes afterward
floated down upon the men below till they came to
rest on their heads and tunics and there remained.
From the direction of the morning sun there came a
loud and continuous crackle of musketry, the mo-
notonous tap-tap of machine-guns, and occasionally
there was a sound like the crack of a whip over the
heads of the gunners.

“What d’you make of it, Bovington?” said the
Battery Commander.

“It sounds nearer, sir,” said the subaltern.

“So I think,” said the other pensively. “I don’t
like it. I’m afraid we’re being driven back. The
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2nd Welsh and the Queen’s are up there. And the
German heavies are busy. God! I wish Ordnance
rationed us half as liberally.”

“Yes, I thought so,” he added, as he read another
H.Q. message, brought up by an orderly. “We've
got to shorten the range again. Give them shrapnel
over an arc of ninety. Hullo, wait a minute, ser-
geant. The wagon limber’s on fire. Get some
earth and that tarpaulin! Quick!”

They ran to the limber, and the sergeant snatched
the loose sods from the newly-covered grave and
threw them on the limber, while the gunners plas-
tered it with spadefuls of damp earth. There was a
loud pop, then another. Then silence. The Cap-
tain inspected the limber-wagon cautiously.

“It’s all right,” he said to the subaltern with a
sigh of relief. “There are only two or three cart-
ridges gone off. If the back of the limber hadn’t
been forced outward, the whole box of tricks would
have exploded. And we haven’t any to spare. I
hope the teams are all right. We've already lost a
leader 3nd a wheeler of No. 1 gun.”

Meanwhile the gun had been swung round again
to its former position facing east. The gunners
threw off their tunics and rolled up their shirt-
sleeves. The gun-layer, having moved the sight-
elevating gear to adjust the shortened range, gave
a twist to the gun-elevating gear till, seeing the
insect-like crawl of the bubble, he stopped. This
done, they commenced to spray the German lines
with a hail of shrapnel.
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The sun rose higher in the heavens, and the mists
cleared. The Captain advanced to the edge of the
wood some ten yards in front of the guns, keeping
well away to the left to avoid the blast of his guns,
and with his glasses swept the long road marked by
a line of tall, fluttering poplars still in leaf. He saw
an irregular procession of figures drifting up the
road; he noted that all of them limped painfully.
Every now and then spurts of brilliant flame would
suddenly appear from nowhere in the sky, a white
ball of smoke would unfold itself into a scroll shaped
like a sculptured dolphin, and one or two of the
limping figures would fall in the road, and lie where
they fell. At such times, or rather a moment before,
some of the figures would dart for the shelter of the
poplars and behind the trunks; it was the slower ones
who fell. In the distance, about half a mile away,
was a solitary figure moving so slowly that he
hardly seemed to move at all, and executing as he
went a kind of clog dance, making no attempt to
dodge the shells which fell around him. A soldier
passed; his right arm hung uselessly down, and the
side of his face nearest the Captain was plastered
with coagulated blood. Stretcher-bearers were no-
where visible. This surprised the Captain the less
as he knew that every battalion detail who could
carry anything was carrying on with a rifle.

As the morning advanced, the omens darkened.
The units of the German armies in front of the sunken
road that cut the road to Menin at right angles
through Gheluvelt were thrusting forward like the
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fingers of a gigantic outstretched hand, and in the
narrow spaces between each pair of fingers each
British battalion was being slowly squeezed to death.
Such was the picture which presented itself to the
Battery Commander’s imagination as he pieced
together the fragments of intelligence that came in
at frequent intervals and were passed along, some
formally in a bewildering series of orders, others
informally in hurried scraps of conversation that
passed like missiles from one mounted officer to
another as they met, saluted, and went their ways.
That the staff was hard put to it was obvious; cooks
left their field-kitchens, A. S. C. men their lorries and
were hurried up to the front with rifles to take their
places in the firing line. There were no reserves left.

The Captain looked at the four guns in their turf
emplacements. In the last forty-eight hours he had
shortened his fuses from four to two thousand yards;
every H.Q. message calling upon him to engage a new
target had indicated an objective that was getting
nearer and nearer. The guns were now firing over
an arc of ninety degrees, sweeping the German front,
and the range was little more than a mile. The
enemy advance was creeping on like an oil-stain and,
if the reports that our centre was being driven 1n
were true, in no long time his gunners would be shot
down where they stood and the guns turned on our
own infantry in retreat. He ran his eye rapidly over
the vital parts of the guns, and as it rested on each
part he thought out all the orders he might have to
give in the hour of extremity. There were the
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sights, their brass-work glinting in the sun; with a
blow from one of the spades strapped behind the
shield he could smash their delicate mechanism.
There was the breech-loading wedge, fitting like the
back of a watch; it might be possible to dent the
edges. At the back of it was the striker plug; if he
unscrewed that, he could fire a rifle-bullet into the
opening. There was the elevating-gear; a hand-
spike through its diminutive wheel would settle that
main-spring of the gun forever. Or he could take
out the bolt below the muzzle which secured the
piston-rod and fire a last round at high angle in the
direction of the enemy, and with the gun’s recoil the
shock would dismount her. But to lay violent
hands on the guns that had served him so well was a
counsel of despair, and for the moment he put it
from him, At all costs he must save them.

As he meditated on these things, he heard a loud
droning hum overhead. He looked up between the
smooth oval leaves of a beech-tree. A Taube
aeroplane was flying over the wood, the black iron
crosses clearly marked on its diaphanous wings, and
as it passed on it dropped a white fire-ball. He
knew what that meant. In no long time the right
section of his battery might be knocked out by a
direct hit. He rode back to the gun teams a few
hundred yards away, to warn them to prepare to go
up to the guns at a moment’s notice. He found
them grouped where he had left them the day before,
some of the horses off-saddled and the drivers mas-
saging their backs with the flat of the hand. He
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ran his eye rapidly over the teams; they mustered
the same strength as overnight. If they sustained
no more casualties he might hope to get his guns
away.

“Get ready to go up and hook in,” he said to the
drivers.

As he looked at the sleek and well-groomed teams,
he felt thankful that he had never let pass an oppor-
tunity of impressing on his men the duty of dis-
mounting to ease the girths, of looking after the
horses’ feet, and all the little arts of horsemastership.
He had bidden them remember the horses were their
best friends, and that some day they might have to
make a heavy draft on that friendship. The day
had come.

At that moment there was a rush in the air behind
him, and a loud thud. His horse reared on her
haunches and then came down on her fore feet with
a plunge that nearly threw him out of the saddle.
He could feel her quivering under him in every
nerve as he reined her in and patted her neck. He
was nearly blinded, but as the coal-black smoke
cleared before his eyes he saw one of the horses on
her back with her legs lashing the air in agony and
her smoking entrails exposed. She screamed as only
a “dumb” animal can scream—a long-drawn-out
shriek that was like an expiration. .

“Drag him out of the way, sergeant, quick, or
she’ll lash his brains out,” he shouted, as she rolled
toward her driver. The latter lay quite still, both
legs severed below the knee with jets of blood spurt-
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ing from the severed arteries. Some of the horses
were plunging, and one was bolting madly down
the road. The men, dazed by the shock, were hold-
ing on to the others.

The Captain jumped off his horse, handed the
bridle to an orderly, and pulled his revolver out of its
holster. With one shot he put the mangled beast out
of her futile agonies. He ordered the rest of the team
to be withdrawn a few hundred yards to such thicker
cover as the wood afforded. But the German guns
were searching that wood with inexorable persis-
tency, shivering the chestnut and beech and pine
into splinters, and pollarding the poplars as with a
gigantic axe. The four teams were now reduced
to twenty-four horses, and each gun would have
to be brought away with a pair short. He would
think himself lucky if he lost no more.

He galloped back to Headquarters for instructions,
and as he rode down the long, straight road, bordered
by a parallel line of poplars which met in a diminish-
ing perspective, he passed more men limping along
in every stage of decrepitude, some breathing hard,
their faces livid and their uniforms covered with
black earth from head to foot as though they had
been dipped in pitch. Wounded men, with blood
streaming down their faces, were dodging from tree
to tree, seeking a wholly imaginary shelter from the
shells which, with freakish malignity, fell here and
there, as though playing a diabolical game of hide
and seek. Three men wearing their equipment and

with their rifles at the carry paused irresolutely in
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the road. An A.P.M. advanced from behind a tree

and met them in the middle.
“Hullo! Who are you? Where are you going?”
“We was the 2nd Welsh, sir,” said the spokesman
of the party. “We’s all that’s left of B Company
—we’ve lost touch with the Borderers on our left
flank and the line’s broken in. We was looking for
someone to post us, sir.”’

The A.P.M. shepherded them together at the side
of the road for despatch to the collecting station.

Other stragglers came up. They were from the
1st Queen’s, and they brought news of an over-
whelming enemy attack on their right and a mur-
derous enfilading fire.

The A.P.M. fell them in with the rest to send up in
support. The débris of other units came straggling
in, Welsh Fusiliers, Queen’s, a man of the Black
Watch, and it struck the Captain whimsically, as he
reined in to gather information, that this show was
strangely like a cotillon A’ Albert in the sergeants’
mess with everybody changing partners. Only there
was no ‘“sitting out.”

Looking down the road which ran straight as an
arrow between the poplars, he perceived about fifty
yards away the same figure which had arrested his
attention half an hour before. How it had escaped
the hail of shrapnel was a mystery. It had taken
that half hour to cover barely half a mile. He saw
now that it was a Highlander without cap or equip-
ment or rifle, a short man with the thick knees,

powerful deltoid muscles, thin lips, and high cheek-
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bones, so characteristic of his kind. There was
something about his gait which was at once ludicrous
and pathetic. The upper part of his body was rigid,
but the lower part described a semi-circular move-
ment as though it were a pivot, and his agitated legs
pirouetted on the balls of his feet, so that he seemed
to hesitate between a shuffle and a dance. But it
was a melancholy dance in which the dancer’s legs
seemed to move of themselves, and in their convul-
sive movements he betrayed neither interest nor
volition. His arms hung at his sides curiously im-
mobile, but the hands twitched ceaselessly, turning
on his wrists as on a hinge. The corners of his
mouth also twitched and his eyelids perpetually
rose and fell.

The Brigadier, who had spent the night in a dug-
out by the side of the road, caught sight of him.
All the morning he had moved to and fro in the
open, receiving reports and issuing orders, while
smoking a cigarette with unstudied nonchalance.
Now and again he found time to speak to the strag-
glers, rounding them up with words of encourage-
ment. It is not often that a general plays the part
of “battle police,” but the General knew that in this
vital hour every man was worth his weight in gold—
also that every man had earned, and should receive,
a general’s commendation. He took the man
gently by the arm. ‘“What unit are you, my lad?
The 2nd Gordons!” The man blinked at him and
made a resolute effort to speak.

“I d-d-d-d-dinna k-k-k-ken, sir,” he said, jerking
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out the syllables as though he were jumping a terrific
obstacle.

“Who's your company commander?”

“I d-d-d-dinna k-k-k-ken, sir.”

“Well, what’s your name, my lad?”

“I c-c-c-canna ” And tears came into his
eyes.

The General led him gently to the side of the road,
and made him sit down. He sat there, and a man
of the 2nd Welsh handed him a “woodbine.” He
took it and put it uncertainly between his lips.
Then he struck a match. He tried to apply it to the
cigarette, but the match danced in his hand like a
will-o’-the-wisp and went out. He struck another,
but the distance between the match and the cigarette
was insurmountable, and he dropped it. ’

“Shell shock. I’ve seen cases like it before,” said
the General laconically. “C Company of the Gor-
dons had a devil of a time on Thursday, and he’s one
of the relics of it.” And with a word to the A.P.M.
to get the stricken man to the chateau in the wood
he turned to his brigade-major. The Captain
looked after the man, following his quivering move-
ments with a strange fascination. He had seen his
gunners blown to pieces by his side, and the horses
of his teams frightfully mangled, but to this day
the remembrance of that convulsive figure remains
with him as a symbol of the hell in which the in-
fantry fought and died.

“He wass blown up,” said a survivor of the 1st
Welsh Fusiliers, whose face was pitted with the blue
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marks that betray the collier.

wass swell up like the fire-damp. There’s swelled
up it wass!”

“Aye,” said a man of the 1st Queen’s, as though
dismissing a platitude. “I tell you what, mate,
this 1sn’t war.”

“Ho! Idon’t think,” said his neighbour. ““What
is it, then? We’ve been outflanked and enfiladed
on both sides; outflanked we have. All our officers
1s gone, and there aren’t seventy of us have got
back. If that ain’t war, what is it?”

“It’s b—— murder,” said the other.

No one seemed inclined to dispute this proposition.
The little group was not talkative. The nervous
jocularity which precedes action, the almost sub-
conscious profanity which carries men through it,
the riotous gaiety which follows after it—all these
were absent. They were worn out with want of
sleep, parched with thirst, stunned with concussion,
and their speech was thick and slow like that of a

drunken man. But the Welshman, with the volu-
bility of his race, talked on, no one heeding him.

“But we wass give Fritz hell, boys. They come
on like a football crowd—a bloke couldn’t miss them,
even if he wass only just off the square. And they
fire from the hip! But Duw anwyl! they’re eight to
one in machine-guns, and their coal-boxes is some-
thing cruel. I heard their chaps singing last night
—singing splendid, look you—Ilike the Rhondda Male

“By a coal-box.
My butty wass buried by one, and all his section.

I wass dig him out, but he wass dead. And his face
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Voice Choir it was. But we give them a funeral
to-day, yes, indeed.”

“Fall in,” said an N.C.O. whom the A.P.M. had
impounded. “Fr-r-om the left, number!” They
numbered off from one to twenty. ““Four paces to
the right ex-tend! One to ten right half section.
Eleven to twenty left half section! Right turn.
Sections right wheel. Quick march!” And he
marched them off to a farm in the wood. The
Captain looked after them for a moment. They were
going back into the hell from which they came, and
they knew it. But they betrayed no more con-
sciousness of this than if they had been marching
back into billets. The Captain remembered that the
Welsh Fusiliers had Nec aspera terrent for their
motto and that ““Albuera” was blazoned on their
colours. “It’s the same breed,” he said to himself
reflectively. While he waited, the Brigade-Major
returned from the telephone with his instructions
from Divisional H.Q. He was to withdraw both
sections of his battery to D without delay.
He galloped back, followed by the trumpeter, and
putting his horse at the ditch, leaped it and tore up
through a clearing. A branch overhead whipped
his cap off and just shaved his head as he ducked;
he dashed on. He drew rein by the teams and was
relieved to find there had been no more casualties.

“We are going to retire,” he said, curtly. “Take
the teams up at once and hook in.” And leaving the
orderly to bring them up, he rode on to the guns and
gave his orders to the section commanders. One
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gun was in action, firing shrapnel at short range;
the others were already being dug out, in readiness
for mbering up. He stepped forward to the edge
of the wood where it broke away into ploughed land
and looked over his left shoulder in the direction
of the northwest. A battalion was coming up in
gun “groups,” moving steadily forward under a hail
of shrapnel and thinning as it went. It was obvious
that they were going to hurl themselves into the
breach. It was the last throw of the die and the
fate of Europe hung upon it. He did not know at
the time the name of the unit; he was to learn after-
ward that it was the 2nd Worcesters. He left the
section commander in charge of his guns, and rode
back along the lane to the cross-roads. He found
a “eld battery commander looking down the road
withh his glasses, and right in the centre of it an
eighteen pounder was in position, with the gun-
layer on the left of the gun, the loader behind her,
and her nonchalant subaltern smoking a cigarette
under the enemy’s shrapnel. It seemed a miracle
that he was not hit, and the Captain stopped in mild
astonishment to ask the battery commander what
the gun was doing there.

“Doing?” said the latter laconically. “Firing.
We’ve got word that the Germans have driven in the
Welsh and are coming down that road in mass
formation. Well, we’re ready for them. That’s
all. What a target, eh?” And putting his glasses
back in their case, he rubbed his hands as though
he were having the time of his life. Which he was.
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The Captain crossed the road and turned down a
lane, and in a few minutes had returned to his bat-
tery. The guns were dug out, the teams brought up
to the left of the carriages, the rings were slipped on
the poles, and the gunners fastened the wheel-
traces.

Shells were crashing through the wood, bursting
all round the battery, but the drivers sat motionless
on their horses.

“Walk! March!” said the battery commander.

The drivers eased the reins and closing their legs
each to his riding horse, they rested their whips
across the neck of each off horse. There was a
“hwit! hwit!” overhead and a shower of broken
leaves and crackling twigs. The rattle of musketry
was strangely near and there seemed to be voices
in the wood. There was another crack and No. 1
leader of the team fell like a stone, bringing her driver
down with her. He was up in an instant and stoop-
ing over the dead horse he unhooked the “quick
release” and mounted the off horse. The Captain
looked back over his shoulder as he eased the reins
of his horse. At that moment he sighted some-
thing over the top of the hedge, and he rose in his
stirrups. He saw at a glance a number of spiked
helmets and heard the push of bodies through the
bracken.

“Gallop!” he shouted. And then the blow fell.
Something seemed to snap in his head and he felt
himself soaring up and up into space, as though
propelled by some tremendous force.
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Then the pace gradually slackened, the impene-
trable blackness was stabbed with points of light,
he saw the face of one he loved, and he wondered
whether he was in this world or the next. Objects
suddenly became distinct, trees took shape before his
eyes, he was conscious of his own body, and tried
to move. But he seemed to be held in a vise. In
his agony he dug his heels into the soil, and he saw
that his right arm was gone. A face was bending
over him. It was the shoeing-smith.

“Are you alive, sir?”

He turned his head. “Am I alive?” he asked
himself. “I—I think so,” he gasped. “But my
number’s up. Leave me!”

Someone got a stretcher and they took him
through the undergrowth to the cross-roads. There
a doctor injected morphia into his arm and they took
him to the dressing-station at Hooge. He was in
the trance of morphia, but could hear the doctors,
apparently a long way off, saying that he was a bad
case. At Ypres they put him under chloroform,
and he knew no more till he woke at Boulogne.

His case was grave. He had lost a great deal of
blood, and his wounds were septic. Rest, mental
as well as physical, was vital; but he could not rest.
The exhortations of the doctor were lost upon him:
he seemed to have something on his mind. He was
allowed no newspapers on the ground that they
might excite him, which was a mistake. A box of
cigarettes by his bedside he left untouched. At
length he called the doctor to him.
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“Look here, doctor, will you do me a favour?
Well, I want you to find out what’s become of my
battery. Did they get the guns away? I want to
know; I want an official answer.”

The doctor promised to do what he could. The
Divisional H.Q., who had their hands full, were
somewhat annoyed when they got a telephone
message from a Base Hospital, asking for informa-
tion about a battery. But they gave it.

The doctor returned.

“Your battery’s all right. All your guns are in
action at Z——"

“Thank you, doctor,” said ae Captain, and they
lit his first cigarette,

From that hour he began to mend. Three years
have passed; the Captain still lives, but he 1s a
cripple for life. His fighting days are done; he will
never give the word “Action Front!” again. The
battery itself is but a memory; near the grave of the
sergeant-major lie a subaltern, gunners, drivers, and
the horses they loved so wisely and so well. Their
graves have long ago been pounded into dust by
guns of whose calibre they never dreamed; old things
are passed away and all things have become new;
the very wood in which they fell has long since dis-
appeared from off the face of the earth. But these
mortals in dying put on immortality, being dead,
they live, being silent, they speak; and, leaving
behind them an imperishable memory, they need
no memorial
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IGHT points starboard!” called the Lieuten-
ant from the bridge.

“Eight points starboard, sir,” chanted the
skipper in antiphon from the wheel-house as he
glanced at the compass overhead.

As our drifter changed her course, making a right
turn, a pennant fluttered up the flag-staff at a sig-
nalling station on our port bow, paused interroga-
tively at the truck, descended, and then ran up to the
truck again. It was the “Pass friend, all’s well” of
those that go down to the sea in ships. The ex-
change of salutations was repeated at the guardship
as we cleared the harbour mouth and stood out to
sea. The sun glinted on the brasswork of the six-
pounder in our bows, the sea was smooth, and the
telegraph was set at full speed ahead. Our mizzen
sail was furled and our masts bare, save for the
spidery web of our “wireless”; nothing was to be
heard except the faint throb of the triple-expansion
reciprocating engines in the bowels of the ship. Our
craft had an ingenuous air, and but for one or two
unobtrusive things might have been merely putting
to sea for a quiet trawl among the herrings as she
did in the old days before my Lords of the Admiralty
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THE SOWER OF TARES 37

requisitioned her and made her stout, smooth-faced
skipper with the puckered eyes a warrant officer in
the RIN.V.R. The flaws in the illusion were the
presence of the six-pounder forward, certain ex-
tremely lethal cases under the bulwarks aft, a wireless
operator secreted in his dark room down below, and
the fact that we all wore life-belts. And in the
wheel-house was a small armoury of rifles.

Still, it seemed extremely like a pleasure trip, and
I settled myself down on the bridge behind the
“dodger” with a leisurely conviction that I had
chosen the quietest way I could of spending a few
days’ leave. The crew moved softly about the deck
stowing away gear; one of them peeled potatoes into
a bucket outside the galley, and my friend the
Lieutenant went below to the chart-house to read
some cryptic naval messages and glance at the
Admiralty “monthly orders.” The Admiralty can
give points to the War Office in the matter of periodi-
cal literature; you would never look for a plot in an
Army Council Instruction, but in the Admiralty
Orders every order “tells a story.” But if you ask
a naval-patrol man on shore leave, he will answer
you like the needy knife-grinder: “‘Story?’ God
bless you, sir, I've none to tell.” The Admiralty
does not love story-tellers. This is not a story.

“Something ahead on the port bow, sir,” shouted
the look-out man forward.

The Lieutenant, whose faculty of hearing, like his
faculty of vision, seems to be abnormally developed,
came rushing out of the chart-house, scaled the
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bridge ladder like a cat, and in two seconds was by
my side. He pulled a pair of binoculars out of a
pocket in the “dodger” and looked through them for
amoment. Then he ran to the telegraph and put her
at “slow.” At the same moment one of the crew,
without waiting for orders, handed him a rifle from
the wheel-house. No one spoke a word.

About a quarter of a mile ahead, a point or two off

our course, I saw a dark round object bobbing up and
down like a cork.

The Lieutenant got a ““bead” on it, and I watched
him intently. The next moment he lowered his rifle
and laughed.

“It’s only a ship’s tub,” he said. “Like to have a
shot at her?”” he added as he pumped two cartridges
at the vagabond. One shot fell just short, the other
just over. I saw the skipper’s eye on me as the
Lieutenant handed me the rifle, and feeling the repu-
tation of the junior service was at stake I did not wel-
come the invitation. But luck was with me.

“A bull’s eye,” said the Lieutenant approvingly.
My reputation was saved.

“It might have been a floating mine,” the Lieuten-
ant explained. ““One never knows.”

“So that’s why we’re wearing these beastly cork
jackets,” I said to myself. I beganto understand the
Admiralty instruction that you must never stop to
pick anything up. For, in these days, things are not
what they seem, and a tub, a life-buoy, a sleeper, an
upturned boat, all the ingenuous flotsam and jetsam
of the sea may be—and often are—merely a trap
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THE SOWER OF TARES 39

for the unwary. The Admiralty does not encourage
souvenir-hunting. We only collect two things—
mines and submarines.

We were out on an uncharted sea. So long as we
had kept in the channel swept by the mine-sweepers
in the gray dawn our charts were useful; once outside
it, those charts were about as helpful to us as one
of Taride’s maps would be to a divisional staff at
the front. Trenches, saps, dumps, listening-posts,
“strong points,” have altered the geography of the
front; floating and anchored mines have confused
the hydrography of the Channel. The soundings on
our charts were more delusive than the roads and
water-courses on a French ordnance-map of the
Somme. But at the front the R.E. can, and do,
make new maps for old, whereas we had to grope in
the dark, making the best use we could of our senses.
The earth 1s solid, stable, and open to aérial recon-
naissance and survey; the sea is forever shifting and
inscrutable. We had our secret staff map of the sea,
and very useful it is for wireless work, but it tells us
nothing of the tares sown in the deep, and the sound-
ings on our charts reveal to us none of the shoal water
of the mine-fields. Once we leave the fairway kept
clear for the merchantmen, and make for our line of
traffic patrols on point duty, we are like a recon-
noitring party that goes “over the top” at night.
We are out on the No Man’s Land of the sea.

We were leaving the fairway now. We had
altered our course a few points to the south, steaming
in “line ahead” formation, a motor launch following
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us, then another drifter, each keeping a distance of
about half a mile apart. If we sighted a periscope
to port or starboard we could suddenly put the helm
over and bear down on it. Steering thus in a bad
light, our drifter had once rammed the mast-truck
of a sunken ship in mistake for a periscope and
scraped her bottom badly, for she never misses a
sporting chance. But our distance was also a de-
fence formation. One does not march in column of
fours when the enemy batteries have got the range.
And when you are cruising over No Man’s Land of
the sea you must proceed on the assumption that at
any moment you will strike a mine, in which case it
is just as well that Number One should go to the
bottom on her own. We were Number One.

But the naval patrol takes these things as a matter
of course. Down in the bowels of the ship in the
crew’s quarters, reached by a perpendicular iron lad-
der opening at a hatchway about the size of a pin-
cushion, two members of the crew slept like dormice in
a blissful “fug.” Next door, the wireless operator,
with the receiver to his ear, was immured in his
sound-proof box, calling spirits from over the vasty
deep. Below the engine-room hatch the engineer,
with his eye on his pressure gauges, was dreamily
making apple dumplings out of cotton waste. If we
scraped a mine they would all be drowned like rats in
a hole—a mine always gets you amidships. The
skipper would probably go through the roof of the
wheel-house, and the Lieutenant beside me on the
bridge would execute a series of graceful gambols in
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the air like a “flying pig” from a trench mortar. This
had happened to one of the drifters in that patrol a
week before; they picked up one man, who will never
go to sea again, and the others are all “gone west.”

“They were good men—some of the best,” said the
Lieutenant.

As I looked at the cloudless horizon and the smooth
sea sparkling in the sun I reflected on the treachery of
the illusion, and it occurred to me that of all the risks
of active service, those endured by the “Auxiliaries”
of the naval patrol were the most unpleasant. Per-
sonally, I prefer the trenches. But the Lieutenant
would have none of it. He said—and obviously
thought—that his was a “cushy” place in comparison.
I had heard a submarine commander to the same
effect. Also my pilot in a Maurice-Farman. It’s
a curious fact that every arm of both services thinks
the other arms take nearly all the risks. Which is
as it should be.

The Lieutenant was an imperturbably cheerful
person. A perpetual smile dimpled the corners of his
mouth and completed the illusion of precocious boy-
hood produced by his diminutive stature, his frank,
ingenuous countenance, laughing blue eyes, and kit-
tenish agility. His face was tanned to the colour
of newly-dressed leather, but when he removed his
cap the tan was seen to terminate suddenly in a sharp
horizontal line on his forehead, above which the infan-
tile pink and white of his brow presented a contrast
so startling as to suggest that he wore the false scalp of
a low comedian. But the palms of his hands were as
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42 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

hard as a cobbler’s, and his muscles like tempered
steel. There were many deficiencies in his kit, and,
seeing me glance at the toes of his feet which peeped
out of his sea-boots, he gravely explained that as the
water came in at the top, the holes at the toe were
useful to let it out at the bottom! He was the only
commissioned officer on board, and his repertoire
was extensive—he was commander, gunnery lieuten-
ant, signalling officer, and half a dozen other things
besides, and he carried in his head all the secrets, which
are many and complicated, of the Admiralty codes
and instructions. I suppose he sometimes slept
(though I never once saw him asleep), for he showed
me his sleeping cabin forward, which I shared, and it
did not escape me that the stove chimney was red
with the rust of sea water to the height of about five
feet—which opened my eyes to the luxury of his exist-
ence in the winter gales. At one time, early in the
war, he conducted a series of brilliant tactical opera-
tions against a number of Medical Boards who shared
a belief, amounting to an infatuation, that a man who,
as the result of an accident in childhood, could not
march a mile without falling out and suffered excruciat-
ing agonies at regular intervals of about a week,

was “unfit for general service.” They know better
now.

Our approach to our immediate objective was the
occasion of a spirited display by the Lieutenant of his
gifts as a trapeze artist. We had run up a hoist of
signals as we neared the line of patrols, and the engines
being put at half speed, the Lieutenant took two
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signalling flags in his hands like a pair of Indian clubs
and perched himself upon the rail of the bridge. He
twined his calves with simian-like flexibility round the
uprights, his feet suddenly became prehensile as he
anchored them to the middle rail, and, with his lower
limbs thus moored, he proceeded to hurl his body
about in space. His arms described an arc of three-
quarters of a circle with dazzling rapidity as he exe-
cuted a series of alphabetic jerks in the medium of
s 2maphore varied by almost imperceptible commas
and full stops. Then he paused to take breath.

An ecstatic figure on the upper rail of the bridge of
the other drifter answered with similar gesticulations,
to which the Lieutenant feelingly articulated in reply.

The interlocutory proceedings of these knock-about
comedians concluded with an inquiry from the patrol
boat, which had been on point duty in mid-channel for
fourteen days, as to the success of a wedding ashore,
at which the Lieutenant of our drifter had assisted as
best man.

“A. 1. TuE Best MAN Lookep LoveLy,” signalled
the Lieutenant, and we descended to the chart-room
for a midday dinner.

He apologized for the menu, which was simple
enough. I discovered afterward that he made it a
point of honour to share the same rations as the crew.
The table appointments were also exiguous, and there
seemed a shortage of plates.

“They’re ‘gone West,’ sir,” said the orderly with a
faint smile. “That depth-charge did them in.”

I raised my eyebrows interrogatively. And the
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Lieutenant, by way of explanation, told a tale. It
cannot be told here, but there is a certain U-boat
which will never make a “land-fall” in German waters
again. The Admiralty, which is hard to convince,
paid the blood-money over to the Lieutenant a few
weeks ago and the patrol shared it out, according to
their ratings, like a herring catch. And there was a
“bump supper” at the Naval Base. But the auxili-
aries hide their light under a bushel, and the lady
visitors at a fashionable watering-place are still won-
dering querulously why the sea is so lustrously wet—
they say their bathing-dresses won’t dry and that they
smell strangely of oil.

So one more of the Thugs of the sea had been put
out of the way, and her crew lie fathoms deep in the
Channel awaiting the day when the sea gives up its
dead.

“Dirty devils I call them, sir,” said the skipper
quietly, smoking his pipe with his hands thrust into
his pockets and a reef in his jumper as we did a dog
watch together. He was a large stalwart man, speak-
ing the East Anglian dialect, in which an “a” fre-
quently does duty for an “e” and a “w” for a “u.”
Apart from these phonetic peculiarities his speech was
good King’s English, and I noticed that he used none
of that truculent pidgin English which by a curious
literary convention so many longshoremen of letters
put into the mouth of those who go down to the sea
in ships. Your novelist, dealing in words, is so apt to
mistake strong language for strength of mind.

The skipper paused and refilled his pipe, pursuing
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some obscure strain of thought. Then he found
speech.

“Did you hear tell of the Belgian Prince, sir?
Aye, everybody has. There’s never a dog watch kept
in any ship afloat in which that story isn’t told. I've
heard as men tell it in every boarding-house in Lime-
house and ’Frisco and Sydney and Shanghai. It’s
gone round the Horn, and it’s gone east of Suez.
Why, there’s sailor-men as doan’t know enough to read
their own discharge-note as have got that story by
heart like a ‘chantey.” They’ll never forget it till the
Day of Judgment. I’'m thinking as sailor-men as are
not yet born will be telling that tale round the galley
fire at night long after your an’ my watchisup. . . .”

He paused and gazed out over a “lipper” sea. 1
noticed he had forgotten to light his pipe. “I knew
a skipper as had once done the dirty at sea. No one
knew the rights of it exactly, and the ‘Old Man’
never lost his ‘ticket,” but the story I heard tell was
that he’d been ‘spoken’ by a ship flying signals of
distress, and instead of putting down his hellum to
stand by, he’d kept on his course and left her to sink
with all hands. And from that day he never entered a
‘pub’ parlour but all the skippers "ud get up and lave
their glass untouched and walk out. If they saw him
making down street on their port bow they’d port
their hellum so as to give him a wide berth. Never
a one as ever passed the time of day with him or said
‘what’s yours?’” And it grew so that not a sailor-
man would sign on if he knew as he was to sail with
that skipper; some of them ’ud desart at first port they
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made wi’out waiting to be paid off. They got the idea
as he brought bad luck, like a Russian Finn. And if
you once get a notion like that in a sailor-man’s head,
he’ll never get it out. I’ve heard tell of that skipper
hauling up to ‘speak’ a ship, and when his hoist had
told the name of his craft t’other ship wouldn’t so
much as dip her ens’n to wish him ‘God speed.” And
if ye’re an outcast at sea, God help ye; for the sea’s a
lonesome place. It so preyed on the mind of him that
he began to see ships flying signals of distress a-beck-
oning of him, ships as wasn’t there—till one night he
put her straight on a reef and then went over her
bows. . . . You see, sir, sailor-men have got
their share of original sin, I’m no saying they haven’t,
but there’s one sin no sailor dare commut, for it’s the
sin against the Holy Ghost—and that’s leaving other
sailor-men to perish. The sea’s shifty enough and
tarrible enough and treacherous enough as ’tis without
men being He did not finish the sentence.
“Well, sir, I'm hanging about tack and tack instead of
trimming my vards for a straight run, but the course
I’'m steering is this: the outlawry of that skipper
warn’t nothing to the outlawry as awaits the German
when he once more weighs anchor and puts to sea.”

And he lit his pipe. It seemed to me that his hand
shook slightly.

The sun was sinking slowly in the west, his light
lingering on the headlands; in the east the sky was a
deep blue flushed with rose-pink, but nearer the heart
of the sun these delicate tints gave place to fleeces of
ochre, and these in turn to flames of molten gold.
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The next moment the sun seemed to cease breathing
upon the sky, all the colours swooned and went slowly
out, and even the golden aureole changed to a dull
vermilion. The rocks became silhouettes, the clouds
turned black, and the shoals of rose-shadow on the
surface of the sea sank out of sight and gave place to a
purple bloomi. As the sun disappeared below the
horizon a lingering ray tinged the darkling clouds
with silver surge.

With the last expiration of the sun the wine-dark
sea changed to a leaden hue, and one by one stars
twinkled overhead—the crescent of the Corona Bore-
alis to port, the Pleiades to starboard, and over the
truck of our foremast the constellation of the Great
Bear. The air grew very cold. A great silence en-
compassed us, broken only by the lapping of the water
against the ship’s sides. Round about us was a waste
of waters stretching away into impenetrable darkness.
All the friendly lights that guide the homing ships in
time of peace were put out. More than once before
this our drifter, smothered in a fog with no warning
light or siren to guide her, and unable to take a cross
bearing, had found herself casting the lead in thirty-
five fathoms right under the lee of a towering cliff with
only just time to put her engines full speed astern.
Nothing lightened our darkness except a great beacon
which, elusive as lightning, winked at intervals across
the sea, revealing for a second the dark silhouette of the
motor launch as she drifted about a mile away. Our
isolation was as complete as that of a listening-post.
We were out in the No Man’s Land of the sea.
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“The letter is——""said the Lieutenant softly toone
of the watch as he passed along the deck. It was our
secret signal in the event of our bumping up against a
destroyer seeking to speak with her adversary in the
gate. Ifour watch forgot it our number would be up.
We showed no lights; but hooded lamps, making faint
patches of radiance on the deck, were stowed away
under our bulwarks.

QOur station was one of the favourite beats of the
German submarines and we lay there waiting for the
deadly sower of tares, waiting for her as for a thief in
the night. From time to time pale shafts of light,
terminating in an arc of phosphorescent cloud, crept
across the sky, searching for the secret menace of the
air as we were searching for the lurking terror of the
sea. Now and again wraith-like ships with all lights
out stole across the field of our vision, and sometimes
our ears caught the pulsation of the engines of a ship
we could not see.

Time itself seemed to stand still, and how long we
lay like that I could not tell. Mystery brooded over
our watch and I found myself speaking to the Lieu-
tenant in subdued whispers. Suddenly, one of the
men, ascending through the hatchway that led down
to the tomb of the wireless operator, passed up a
piece of flimsy paper to the Lieutenant. He took it
into the unlighted chart-room, and, as I fell over the
table, he struck a match and by its flickering light I
saw his face as he read the message—HosTiLE Sus-
MARINES IN SIGHT. Course Nor KNowN. As he
read these words aloud—and others—the match went
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out. He groped in the dark for a locker, detachable
and weighted, and taking something therefrom he
invited me to come below. Once down in our sleep-
ing cabin he unrolled a mysterious map under the
oil-lamp, and putting his finger on one of the squares
he said, “They’re there.” Then we went on deck.
He took an electric signalling-lamp and holding it
up over the bulwarks he flashed a message to the
distant motor launch. A sequence of flashes an-
swered it. And once more we resumed our vigil.
The night dragged on, the watch was relieved, the
stars changed their stations as the earth rolled on
through interstellar space. I sat in the bows gazing
into the mysterious night and hearing nothing but
the whispered soliloquy of the waters beneath me.
The dark-gray silhouette of a transport crept by,
deeply laden, for the sound of her propeller never
reached me. Then a barque glided past, but not a
murmur escaped her, not a sail thrashed, not a block
creaked. They might have been the ghosts of the
murdered ships that lay fathoms deep beneath us,
deep in the sepulchral sea. From time to time
dark objects floated by—a packing case, a hatch,
an upturned boat, a derelict sleeper, the mute and
plaintive witnesses to a sinister and implacable terror
“more fell than hunger, anguish, or the sea.” 1
gazed down at the waters in which the phosphorus
glowed faintly like pale marigolds, wondering what
tragic secrets their inscrutable depths concealed.
There grew on my drowsy senses a feeling that the
sea, as it heaved on its bed under the tidal moon,
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was talking in its sleep. Faint peals of sound
seemed to animate the watery depths as though the
sea were a belfry in which the bell of every foundered
ship was tolling the watches of the night. I heard
a dull tapping on our stern—I went aft but could see
nothing but the shadowy figure of one of the deck
hands. Then a hollow gasp, like a cork drawn from
a bottle, came from our port bow. The next mo-
ment a deep sepulchral cough echoed from amid-
ships; I looked down through the skylight and saw
one of the crew turning uneasily in his sleep. By
some strange acoustic illusion his coughing seemed
to be coming from the depths of the sea. Each
illusion was dispelled only to be succeeded by an-
other. A block creaked, the cordage chafed, a
chain rattled. And there grew on me a masterful
conviction that we were not alone. I lifted my eyes
and they lighted suddenly upon a dark, boat-shaped
object gliding stealthily past in the current about
two hundred yards away. The next moment the
beacon flashed across the waters, rending the veil of
night, and in one trenchant glimpse I saw that it
was a ship’s lifeboat. Over the gunwale drooped
the body of a man, the head downward between
the extended arms and the hands lapped by the
hungry waters. Across the stern another head
rested with the pallid face turned upward and
gleaming in the cold, searching light. I heard a soft
footfall behind me, and turning, saw the skipper
gazing over my shoulder. The next moment the
beacon went out.
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One by one the stars paled, diminished, and dis-
appeared; the surface of the waters turned from black
to a leaden gray and, with the first flush of dawn,
gleamed like mother-of-pearl. I looked around me.
Far as the eye could reach I saw nothing but the
salt, inhospitable, secret sea.
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THE CROWN OF THORNS

“La couronne du soldat est une couronne d'épines.””—DE Vicny,

Y FRIEND paused for a moment and stared
reflectively at the pattern of the dado;
“Courage. What 75 courage! Idon’t know.

Courage in the heat of action, we’ve all got that, I
suppose. It’s an animal instinct. There’s a certain
gregariousness in it, the instinct of the herd, the eyes
of other fellows on you. And after all, to face
death requires far less courage than to face life,
which, at any rate by the time you are forty, 1s
much the more terrible of the two. But there’s
another kind of courage—the courage to take lonely
decisions amid a dance of conflicting ideas, to resist
the importunities of pity, or maybe of prudence, and
all the beckoning spectres of imagination; that kind
of courage—resolution, in fact—well, that’s not so
common. I mean what that chap Conrad calls a
power to ignore ‘the solicitation of ideas.” That’s
what I call the courage of the Higher Command.
The courage of a subaltern 1s one thing; the courage
of a commanding officer is quite another. You
know what I mean? A fellow may be a good obser-
ver, a good judge of positions, perfectly cool in
52
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charge of the fire-control when the enemy’s ranging
and gets a bracket on you—and yet he may be
utterly unfit to command a battery, still more a
brigade—incapable of knowing when to take his
guns out of action, for example; he may hang on too
long or not long enough. He may think too much.
It’s really not a question of cowardice at all—a man’s
more often undone by fear for the safety of others
than by fear for his own—by a want of hardness in
his composition, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes,” I said, “I know. It’s a distinction not un=-
known to military law, after all. Physical cowardice:
cold feet, blue funk, means undue regard for one’s
personal safety, as the charge sheet putsit. Moral
cowardice: irresolution, doubt, all that we «call
‘conduct to the prejudice of good order and military
discipline.””

“Quite. And it’s the second that is really seduc-
tive. It’s not danger that intimidates the man of
forty, but responsibility. Even his affections may
betray him. I knew an O.C. who never got over
having his battalion cut up and losing three-fourths
of his officers—it broke his nerve, he always got
calculating prospective losses in an attack; it wasn’t
his own life he valued but the lives of his men. I
often think he courted the bullet that put an end to
his perplexities, poor chap. The Hun, who thinks
of everything, thought all that out long ago. Do
you remember that passage in his text-book in
which he warns the German officer against ‘the
contagion of humanitarian ideas’?
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“It was in the retreat from Le Cateau. I didn’t
see very much of the battle itself. As you know, a
gunner never does, unless he’s observing, and my
battery was well under cover behind rising ground.
In fact, beyond stray shells searching for our wagon-
line positions—which I had, of course, placed care-
fully about 400 yards back on the flank of the
battery—we didn’t get it very hot. But about
2 P.M. there was a great volume of enemy artillery
fire, the crackle of our musketry came nearer and
nearer, and I knew that we were being driven back.
My battery received orders to retire to a position
to cover the retreat of the other batteries. The
infantry began retiring past us, the cavalry helping
to cover their retreat. Jolly well they did it, too—
they were everywhere. Acting the part of a stage
army, dismounting, putting in a few rounds rapid,
then into the saddle and starting the same game
somewhere else, so as to give the enemy the impres-
sion of our being in greater strength than we really
are. That went on till nightfall when the battery
received the order to retire, which we did, wagons
leading so as to be ready for ‘action rear’ at any
moment. But a lot of the infantry were still be-
hind and our Brigadier ordered us to halt for them
to catch us up, in order that we might take as many
as possible on our limbers, for they were dead beat
and dropping in their tracks. We took them up,
eight to twelve on a carriage, all clinging to each
other like tired children to prevent their falling off,
and nodding, nodding, nodding their heads like
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clock-work dolls. That halt was nearly fatal be-
cause the rest of the column had gone on ahead of
us; the night was dark, the road unmetalled, and
they had vanished out of sight and hearing, like
ghosts.

“I felt pretty uncomfortable, I can tell you, for
that had happened once before and I had heard of
columns taking the wrong road and marching straight
into the Germans and never being heard of again.
I had no instructions as to the route and all the
country people seemed to have fled. And there was
I, with the tail end of the column at a place where
five cross-roads met. I legged up a sign-post,
flashed my torch on to it, and hung on there per-
plexed and profane, with the moths fluttering in my
face, when, as luck would have it, up came Gen-
eral , our Divisional G.O.C. with a staff officer
of his. He put us right. He told me to stop
where I was and see that all the column followed
the correct road toward a certain place and then to
ride along it and report if the whole of it was closed
up and of what units it was composed.

“It was a strange business, uncanny you might
say. The night was dark and the order had been
given that there was to be no smoking or talking in
the columns. One heard nothing but the steady
tramp, tramp, tramp on the road as the shadowy
frieze of tired men marched past in a cloud of dust
like a river mist, silent and half asleep. Every
now and then a man would pitch forward on his
face and lie where he fell as though struck by a
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bullet. I was half asleep myself, but woke suddenly
as a cockchafer came straight at me and with a
buzz hit me in the face. The faint whisper of the
poplars gradually grew louder, the wind rose, and
rain began to fall. Every few yards I pulled up,
in order to identify the units, and called out “Who
are you!’ At that some sleepy O.C. would pull
up his horse, halt the column, the men, who held
their rifles at ‘the carry,” would suddenly come to
the ‘on guard’ position with the bayonet, and the
0.C., ranging up beside me and peering into my
face with his hand on his revolver, would say ‘Who
the devil are you? What do you want to know
for?” The whole of ’em would be suddenly most
unpleasantly wide awake. Oh! they were topping!
You see I wasn’t a staff officer, and for all they
knew, I might be a German spy—such things
happened more than once. I had many altercations
but I always satisfied them—or I wouldn’t be here
now. Once or twice my horse stopped dead, throw-
ing me forward on her neck, and shied at a dark
object lying motionless on the road. I peered down
and saw it was a soldier fast asleep. They lay every-
where as they had fallen out, sleeping like corpses.
“I'm telling you all this so that you may under-
stand what the tension of that night was—and
remember, there had been several nights like it
before Le Cateau, and some of the men, as you’ll
hear in 2 moment, were not so lucky as these were,
but had got strayed far from the column and were
wandering through hedges and ditches far away to
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our left with the Germans on their flanks. It was
worse for them because they were away from the
batteries, and it’s wonderful how the sight of a
battery will put heart into an infantryman—it
makes him feel he’s being looked after. I collected
reports from practically every unit, though there
was one derelict battalion without its O.C., and,
what was stranger still, quite ignorant of what had
happened to him. I then rode ahead of the Column
to report to the General and found him in a cottage
with the rest of his staff. A staff officer sleepily
pointed to an inner room. I knocked; there was no
answer. I gently opened the door and saw the
General in a chair with his head resting upon his
arms which were extended on the table. He was
fast asleep, and from a tallow candle burning limply
in a bottle the hot grease dripped upon the back
of his hand and stuck there. I coughed loudly but
the General slept on. Then I deliberately kicked
over a chair. The General raised his head and
stared dully at me as I saluted and made my report.
Before I had finished he was fast asleep again.

“I could find no shelter of any kind for myself,
and the men lay in the streets—many of them with-
out overcoats—amid the rain which was now driz-
zling steadily. They did not even pile arms, every
man slept with his rifle beside him, and of course no
fires were lit. Each unit had been ordered to pro-
vide its own outposts—one or two officers and from
ten to twenty men posted on the high ground on
each side of the road. I lay down against a hay-
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stack—(or was it a shock of corn? I can’t remem-
ber)—in a stubblefield, but the night was so cold
that, tired as [ was, I could not sleep. So I got up
and walked about and masticated bully beef to get
some warmth into me. I shall never forget that
night—the mysterious silence, broken only by the
steady hiss of the rain, the statuesque figures of the
outposts, the recumbent forms of the men, some of
whom now and again turned and muttered in their
sleep, and far away to the north the glare of burning
homesteads lighting up the sky. At 4 A.m. the whole
column got the order to move toward We
fed and watered our horses, and every man in my
battery found time to shave and was as spick and
span as though we were on parade. And the in-
fantry marched off in column of fours in perfect
step, singing ‘Tipperary’ as though they hadn’t a
trouble in the world. And this you will remember
was after days and nights of marching and fighting
with not more than a few hours’ sleep on a pavée
street for a spring mattress. D’you know, I've
come to the conclusion that the English soldier’s
always at his best when things are at their worst.
There be three things that are too wonderful for me
—the way of a Tommy in a hole, the way of a Tom-
my up a tree, and the way of a Tommy in the midst
of a rearguard action. Selah! . .

“Where was I? Well, now, my story really begins
where I personally leave off because it’s concerned
with the fortunes of the missing unit (or what was

left of it) and their O.C., whom the night had
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swallowed up like the vasty deep. But I've had
to tell you all this in order that you might realize
what that night must have meant for them. Trying
as 1t was for us it was much worse for them because,
as I've said, they’d got hopelessly lost and were
practically isolated away on our left in the direction
of the Germans. It was only afterward that I
learnt what I’'m going to tell you—never mind how!
They’d got away from the battle, the men being
thrown into ‘artillery formation’ to reduce as much
as possible the risks of shrapnel, and somehow the
file that some of them were following, led by their
0.C., got separated and they lost their connection
with the main body. They halted at a village at
dusk and snatched some sleep for an hour or two—all
of them except the O.C. who was afraid to go to
sleep as he had no one he could rely on to wake him
up. He’d been walking arm in arm with his adjutant
(before he lost sight of him) like two drunken men—
the two of them having agreed on this as the likeliest
way of keeping each other awake. That O.C.had
been, if I recollect rightly, without sleep for five
nights—perhaps you know what that means. And
he had no horse; his horse had gone lame. Well,
they marched more or less throughout the night,
steering south by the compass, and fetched up about
midday in a certain place of which we are hearing a
good deal just now. There’d been much coming
and going of our staff in that place, but by the time
the O.C. and his men got there everybody had cleared
out, for the Huns were reported in great strength
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in the neighbourhood. Shells had been falling on
their right some distance outside the town, and as
they crawled into it a motorcyclist, hatless, livid,
crouching over his machine with the throttle opened
out for all he was worth, shouted to them that he’d
been chased by Uhlans who had cut up a French
civil guard. Also other things—most of them unin-
telligible but all of them bad. Then he disappeared.
The O.C. halted his men in the station-yard and
made inquiries about trains. There was not a sign
of a R.T.O. and no one in the station except a dis-
tracted station-master who informed him that there
wasn’t so much as a trolley left. A panic-stricken
French civilian rushed up, beckoned, pointed vag-
uely toward the northeast, and sho::ed ‘All-
man $’; then ran, hell for leather, out
station-yard.

“The O.C. was at his wits’ end to know what to
do. He told his men to stand easy while he went
off to the mairie to find out how matters really stood.
The maire, who was tearing up and down the room,
running his hand through his beard, looked at him
with eyes full of terror.

“‘Oh, mon Diew! c’est fini!” he cried at the sight of
the officer, and, taking him by the arm, he drew
him toward the door and begged him to clear out.

“‘But why?’ said the bewildered officer, who could
not understand why the sight of a British uniform
should be so unwelcome.

“‘Oh, mon Dieu! we are all undone if you stay.

Go! Go! Leave us, I beg of you. The Germans
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surround the town. Hark!” The windows rattled
in their frames as the thunder of distant artillery
reached their ears. ‘You do not understand—no?
If the Germans find you and your men here they will
destroy us all. You have heard what they have
done in Belgium—yes? Oh, mon Dieu ! think of the
women and children. If they find you here, they
will say it is not “an undefended town.” They will
burn our roofs over our heads, they will shoot us,
husbands and fathers, against the wall and then—ah!
aprés! Think of the women and little children.’

“‘We will defend you,” said the officer with a
confidence he did not feel.

““You! How many men have you got?’ shrieked
the mayor.

“*About two hundred,’ said the ofhicer.

““Two hundred! It is a jest—une mauvaise
plaisanterie. 'The Germans—they are an army
corps.’

“The officer went back to the station-yard. He
looked at the men who lay sleeping on the cobbles.
They had cast down their packs, and many of them
had taken the boots off their blistered feet. “They’re
done up, sir,’ said the sergeant-major, and it was
pretty obvious. What was the O.C. to do? It was
doubtful whether the men were capable of marching
out of the town or whether, if they were, they were
physically capable of putting up a fight when they
got outside. On the other hand, if they remained
under arms where they were, their presence would
give the Germans just the kind of excuse which, as
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you know, they are not slow to seize, an excuse for
wreaking a fury of lust and slaughter upon the
unoffending inhabitants. The O.C. decided that
the only thing to do was to wait until his men
had slept off something of the deadly fatigue which
drugged them like an opiate and in the mean-
while Well, there’s the rub. Now I’'m not
going to defend what he decided to do. No! I'm
not. There are several things he ought to have done
first—he ought to have sent out a party to recon-
noitre and discover where and in what strength the
Germans really were. He ought never to have
signed that paper, or, at any rate, he ought never to
have put in those words about ‘unconditional sur-
render’—but more of that in 2 moment. He ought,
at the worst, to have sent out a flag of truce and put
a bold face on it, and bluffed the Huns with talk of
terms as though he were in great force. He ought to
have done anything but what he did do. Still, it’s
easy for me to say all this after the event, sitting in
a club arm-chair, after a good dinner and a night
between linen sheets. Oh, yes! Well, he ordered
the N.C.O’s to fall the men in and he then began
a short speech. He told the men there was no
chance of escape and that to attempt to defend the
town would merely provoke a massacre of the in-
habitants when the Germans arrived. Then he
asked the men if any one of them would ‘like’—
‘like,” mind you—to fight their way out. When
an O.C. throws the reins on the neck of his own
men like that, well, things are in a pretty bad way—
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it’s uncommonly like abdication. What could you
expect! The men stared at each other, not knowing
what to make of it. Some said ‘Yes,” some said
‘No,” others said nothing at all, wondering what
was coming next.

“‘Well,” said the O.C. after a pause, ‘you’re pris-
oners of war. You must disarm,’ and he ordered the
N.C.O.’s to stack the arms in a shed. The men
were restive at this, the N.C.O’s. took counsel to-
gether apart, and at last one of ’em spoke up and
said something about what was the use of stopping
there and getting their throats cut. The O.C.
pondered on this, and at last he said it was all right,
he would see that everything was in order and have a
paper ready for the Germans telling them it was a
formal surrender. The men had the most implicit
faith in their O.C., and they had to be content with
that. And mind you, that O.C. was one of the
bravest men who ever wore the King's uniform—
Oh, yes! There’s no doubt about that. He didn’t
care a brass farthing for his own life, but he cared a
great deal for the lives of the women and children
in the town; and tired, dead tired, faint and drugged
with want of sleep, perplexed in the extreme, he—
well, there’s no more to be said. Perhaps he hoped
to gain time—to secure a mental armistice for the
conflict of ideas in his brain, until he and his men
were fit to march and could relieve the town of their
compromising presence.

“Anyhow, he went off to the mairie to sign that
paper. Never mind what was in it—the less said the

65
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better. Enough that there were two words that, as
it happened, could never be blotted out, and those
two words were ‘unconditional surrender.’

“The hours dragged on. The sun passed 1its
meridian, the shadows deepened in the yard, and the
men lounged about without their arms, some of
them washing, some of them asleep. The O.C.
sat in a room that looked out on the square, only
half awake, when he was startled by a clear young
voice outside. ‘

“‘Now then, you men, what the devil are you
doing there? Turn out! Come on! Get your
arms. Fallin!’

“The officer sprang to his feet and rushed out.

“There was a young cavalry subaltern—only a
boy, faced by a group of sullen men now reinforced
by an O.C. old enough to be his father.

“‘What d’you mean by ordering my men about”
said the O.C.

“I never learnt the name of that young cub, but
I must say he was a topper. He faced the O.C.
without turning a hair and said coldly: ‘Where
are their arms?’

“It was a deadly thrust. I won’t repeat all that
followed—it was pretty painful. Let it pass. The
O.C. tried to explain. The explanation was hor-
ribly like an apology, and this from an O.C. to a
subaltern in the presence of the men! The subal-
tern turned his back and once more ordered the men
to fall in. I suppose that brought the O.C. out of
his trance. He stepped forward and told the men
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that the situation had changed and that he would

march out at the head of them.

“‘But what about the paper?’ said a voice.

““The paper. What paper?’ said the subaltern,
fixing his eyes on the O.C. And then the whole
story came out. The subaltern said nothing, but
when the O.C. said he would go to the mairie and
destroy the paper, the subaltern followed him.
They walked there side by side in absolute silence.
When they arrived the O.C. asked for the paper,
but as the maire held it out, the subaltern stepped
forward, seized it, and put it in his pocket.

““It is my duty to keep this for the G.O.C,, sir!’
he said quietly.

“The O.C. said nothing. What could he say?

“A few minutes later the men limped out, their
O.C. at the head of them, followed by a string of
carts carrying those who were too lame to walk.
When they had gone about three miles and were
safely on the right road, the subaltern reined in his
horse, saluted, and said, ‘I think I can be of no
further use, sir—I will push on to H.Q.’

“The O.C. returned his salute, and, after a mo-
mentary hesitation that must have been unspeakably
painful to see, put out his hand. The sub. was
surprised, as any sub. would have been, at this
civilian gesture. But I guess he understood what a
hell the other must be going through, and leaning
down from the saddle, he shook the outstretched
hand. Then he put spurs to his horse and vanished
in a cloud of dust.”




\'

THE A. P. M.

N A.P.M. has more acquaintances and fewer
A friends than any officer in His Majesty’s forces.
It is his duty to know everyone wisely but not

to know any one too well. He should never accept
hospitality, and rarely offer it, unless it be a lodging
for the night. If he offers you this form of entertain-
ment you cannot refuse. He has to know all about
etiquette; if he asks an officer for his name and regi-
ment he must be careful to have his armlet on, and if
he enters another A.P.M.’s “beat” he must be equally
careful to have it off. He should know a lady when he
sees one. He may ask an officer for his belt, but he
should not ask him for his “slacks.” He should
never swear, except at a court-martial, and then not
profanely. It is never safe to ask him the way, as he 1s
naturally suspicious and may think you know it but
cannot walk it. The fact that he is called Assistant
Provost Marshal does not mean that he is meant to
assist officers home, though he sometimes offers to do
so. When he does that be sure you ask for a medical
officer as soon as you get there, and say you don’t
feel at all well. The A.P.M. has few equals and no
superiors. He can ask any officer he likes to go for a
walk with him, though it is a mistake to suppose this is
68
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a compliment, and it is unwise to refuse. He is privi-
leged to attend executions, which he does with a
pocket-handkerchief, but not to blow his nose. He is
very fond of exercise. He takes other people’s
pleasures sadly. He has a profound distrust of
human nature but he 1s seldom indignant and never
surprised. It is very difficult to make him see a joke
—especially a practical one. His manners are, in-
deed, more subdued than jovial; he will sometimes
touch an officer on the shoulder, but he rarely slaps
him on the back. He is fond of frequenting estaminets,
especially after 8 p. m., but this does not mean that
he has convivial tastes. He has the insatiable curios-
ity of a child without its ingenuousness—his curiosity
lacks charm.

From all of this it will be gathered that an A.P.M.,
although invariably a man of parts, is usually more
feared than loved. He is a lonely man.

Now there was once a young A.P.M. who feared
neither God nor man—always excepting the P.M.
who 1s a Brigadier and has power to bind and loose.
He was zealous—so much so that the zeal of his office
had almost eaten him up. So when he was not
posting road-controls and instructing examining posts,
or parading his “red caps,” he would sit and meditate
on spies like the harlot in the Book of Joshua. In the
matter of spies your Intelligence Officer is the plain-
clothes man and your A.P.M. is the policeman; the
Intelligence picks up the scent but the A.P.M. does the
kil Now this young A.P.M. longed with a great
longing for a bag. So far he had had no luck. It
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never seemed to come his way as it came the way of
other fellows he knew. There was Wetherby in a
certain home command, who had had a glorious stunt,
capturing the commercial traveller with a valise of
saturated underclothing which had yielded the most
surprising results in the hands of an analytical chem-
ist; there was Chipchase, A.P.M. to a Division, who
had located the sniper under the tombstone just behind
our lines; there was Ledger who had caught a female
of disarming ingenuousness at a certain base as the
result of a train of induction which began with no
other data than the fact that in knitting she always
looped the yarn over the forefinger of the left hand
instead of the right, and in eating laid her knife and
fork parallel across her plate, which is a way they
have in Germany—but then Ledger had had a Ger-
man governess and his bag was luck, pure luck. Still
these things showed what could be done by observa-
tion.

One morning as he was sitting in his office making up
his weekly report, the orderly entered and placed a
buff-coloured envelope in the “In” box where it lay
until such time as the A.P.M., glancing up from his
papers, chanced to observe that it was marked “Confi-
dential.” He languidly ripped it open with a bored
intuition that some officer had been over-staying his
leave or having a difference of opinion with Mr. Cox
about the principles of banking. Then he suddenly
sat up in his chair as he caught the head note “From
the Commander of the Naval Base to the A.P.M,
of the —— District.” And this is what he read:

A 1 i PN

TP

Li
that
light
They
to so
poin
sage!
dres:
WOr(
“Re
ontl
whic
from
25th
bout
in tl
port
I sh

stric

1
be 1
onc
alte
pat
hib
fen
at
litt
for
ful

mo



o e i

WS W e

» S Ay B

W— p—
.

THE A. P. M. 71

Lieutenant Commander —— of the'Night Patrol reports
that about 11 P. M. on the 25th, he observed intermittent
lights on the coast some 500 yards from Winstone Point.
They appeared to be signals in the Morse code addressed
to some ship at sea. We have no signalling station at that
point. Lt.-Commdr. was unable to read the mes-
sages in full, owing to the signals being apparently ad-
dressed to someone lying nearer in shore. The only
words he succeeded in detecting were “Yes”; “No”’;
“Repeat.” There has been considerable activity of late
on the part of U-boats along this coast, under circumstances
which seem to indicate precise knowledge of the sailings
from —— harbour. It will be remembered that on the
25th a tramp steamer which had cleared from the har-
bour about 10 P. M., while following the course indicated
in the Admiralty sailing instructions, and showing neither
port nor starboard lights, was torpedoed about midnight.
I should be glad if you would keep this locality under
strict observation, please.

The A.P.M. read this through twice. There might
be nothing in it, of course—he had known more than
once what it was to get on a false scent. And he felt
alternately exalted and depressed. The coast was well
patrolled and all approaches to the beach were pro-
hibited by an order issued by the C.N.A. under De-
fence of the Realm regulation 284, closing them nightly
at 6 o’clock. Besides, the Morse code seemed a
little too obvious, and the A.P.M. had a passion
for the obscure, not realizing that the most success-
ful deceptions are always the simplest, and that
monosyllables like “Yes” and “No” may, in a cipher,
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stand for other things than mere affirmatives and
negatives.

The A.P.M. had read a great many detective stories
—which is a very bad training for a detective. Life is
never so elaborate as fiction. In the spy stories of
fiction there is usually a master mind who erects a
scaffolding round a house in a perfect state of repair
and employs six secret agents as bricklayers, merely
in order that one of them may drop a brick from his
hod on the head of the detective as he passes by; he
hires a powerful Rolls-Royce to procure his death by a
street accident; or he watches his movements by aérial
reconnaissance from an aeroplane; and he invariably
uses a cipher language so obviously obscure that it
shrieks for elucidation as loudly as a cuneiform in-
scription. You must have noticed this if you are in
the habit of reading detective stories. But the real
spy never does anything so melodramatic or so sug-
gestive; he usually journeys by tram or motor-bus,
eats buns in an A.B.C. shop, travels in Dutch cigars or
cinema films, and is nothing if not unobtrusive. He
does not use numerals for letters or transpose the
alphabet; he sends transparently simple messages
about invoices, or contents himself with posting a
catalogue of cigars or a newspaper. It is only your
trained “Intelligence” men who will guess that the
commercial correspondence, the price list of Havanas,
or the stop press space may have a secondary meaning.
The art of espionage consists in making the primary
meaning so obvious that a secondary meaning will
never besuspected. Itis theart of the double entendre.
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The A.P.M. knew nothing of all this. He was not
an “M. L.” man and had never worn the green tabs
of an intellectual life. Consequently his first flush of
certitude was succeeded by a cold fit of doubt. The
situation seemed to lack colour. A restaurant in
Soho, a suite of rooms at the Ritz, an alcove in the
National Liberal Club, an opium den in Whitechapel
—such romantic surroundings, he felt, were the
proper mise en scéne for a real spy stunt. At that
moment the orderly entered with a telegram. The
A.P.M. opened it, and as he read his heart went
“dot and carry one.” For this was what he read:

“Taaw Ecirp EMBARKATION DRrAFTS RETTOR MA
Der Pu ON DooG ATAT.
“Decency LoNpoN.”

Decoded this ran:

Suspect embarkation drafts sailings are known to
U-boats please set a watch upon coast in vicinity of
harbour.

Then he knew his chance had come. He spent a
restless day counting the hours till dusk. About
8 P. M., after a deliberately frugal meal, he girded up
his loins with his Sam Browne belt, slipped his Mark
Webley into its holster, and set out on foot for Win-
stone Point. As he proposed to begin with a recon-
naissance he decided to go alone. It was a warm
night, but there was that brooding apprehension in
the air which seems to portend a thunderstorm, and
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low down on the horizon Orion, the herald of troubled
weather, shone with a baleful light.

Winstone Point is a bold headland on the west
side of which lies a small fishing village. The Point
is the limestone termination of a long greyhound-
backed down which runs inland for many miles and
is covered with short, crisp turf and creeping cinque-
foil. It is intersected by a winding track strewn
with flints chipped into sharp and minute splinters
like thorns by the chisel-like feet of flocks of sheep.
The A.P.M. carefully avoided this track as he
climbed the down, and finding a small dew-pond like
a shell-hole, which commanded a view of the whole
ridge as it ran inland, he crouched against its grassy
slopes. The night was dark save for the feeble light
of the stars, and as he glanced at the phosphorescent
glow of his wrist watch he could just make out the
position of the hands—they were at 10:30. His posi-
tion was about a mile due north of the spot where
the ridge terminated in an abrupt cliff, some four
hundred feet above the sea, and he was facing
northeast. For a long time nothing happened as he
lay there listening to the beating of his heart and the
faint chafing of the sea upon the distant beach.
Then he suddenly saw a flash about a mile and a half
farther inland, where the down attained a greater
altitude. It was followed by a sequence of short and
long flashes, and he realized that someone was
signalling in the Morse code. He made out the
words ‘“ANswer,” “GeENErRAL ANswgR.” Then a
pause. Then “No”; “Yes”; “Repear”; “No”;
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“Yes”; “109 BarraLion”; “June 4.” Then the
signals ceased.

He lay on his stomach on the turf waiting for their
repetition. Nothing happened. Reflecting that his
prey might use the track on his right for his return
journey, he continued to wait, oblivious of time.
Meanwhile the sky, long obscure, grew black above
him, the air curdled and thickened, not a breath of
wind stirred the sultry atmosphere. Something cold
as dew hopped on to his hand, and as he moved
jumped suddenly, so that his heart jumped with it.
It was a toad. The sheep grazing on the brow of
the hill had disappeared. The furze bushes were
suddenly shaken by a violent convulsion, the clumps
of young heather rustled like tissue paper, and every
bent of grass trembled. At that moment a shaft of
light cleft the sky downward from zenith to horizon,
and in one trenchant glimpse he saw the whole sea
for miles, and outlined upon it, like the silhouettes in
a naval textbook, the shapes of the patrol-boats
black as ink against a background of burnished silver.
The heavens opened their batteries, and as the thun-
der crashed the rain descended in torrents and smote
the hard, dry earth like hail. Another flash rent the
sky, and by its blue corrosive light the A.P.M. saw
the whole ridge and every furze bush upon it. But
not a living thing stirred. The mysterious signaller
had vanished. Drenched to the skin, with runnels of
water down his back, the A.P.M. rose stiffly. All
further quest was useless that night. He took out
his knife, cut a branch of furze, and digging a small
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hole in the earth he planted it upright in front of
him. Then he drew back some two yards, and plac-
ing his walking stick in a line with the twig on what
he judged to be the point where he had last seen the
signals, as though he were bringing the sights of a
rifle to bear on a given object, he planted the stick
firmly in the ground. An hour later he was in bed.

He was trying to read a signal of baffling brightness,
when he awoke out of a troubled dream to find the
sun shining full upon his face. He rose and dressed
and, after a hasty breakfast, determined to visit the
scene of the night’s operations. Before leaving he
gave orders that the sergeant of the military police
with a picquet of three men should join him at 2
P. M. at the fishing village on the western slope of
Winstone Point.

He went armed as before, but this time he took
with him a magnifying glass with a handle such as is
used for reading print by persons who suffer from
myopia. He had purchased that magnifying glass
some months earlier as the result of a careful study
of the operations of a classical detective whose name
is a household word as the discoverer of the Inductive
Method. He felt that the time had come to use it.

He left his horse at the village inn and ascended the
down. He discovered the two sticks without diffi-
culty, and taking a compass bearing he found that
they were aligned on a point due north northeast.
He walked slowly in the direction indicated, keeping
a sharp eye on the turf after he had covered about a
mile. He suddenly came to a halt at a spot where he
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saw a number of matches. Examining the ground
more closely he thought he found traces of trampled
grass which the rain had not wholly obliterated.
Then he went down on his hands and knees and
scrutinized every blade of grass with his magnifying
glass. At the end of half an hour he had gathered the
following:

(1) Nineteen burnt matches.

(2) A piece of hurnt paper.

(3) A pipeful of tobacco only partially consumed.
(4) A small piece of sausage.

Then he sat down and applied the Inductive
Method. He tried to reconstruct the personality
of the suspect from these apparently insignificant
trifles. At the end of half an hour’s deep meditation
he had arrived at the conclusion that the man had a
tooth missing in che centre of the upper jaw, was
one-armed, probably careless of money, and very
probably a German. How? By a simple process of
ratiocination: The serrated edge of the half-eaten
sausage revealed the marks of an even row of teeth,
but in the middle of the perimeter there was a gap.
Nineteen matches had been expended in an attempt
to light one pipe—there was no trace of ashes beyond
those of the half-consumed wad of tobacco—and each
of the matches had only burnt to the extent of an
eighth of an inch; this showed that they had been
extinguished as soon as lit, a contretemps so unusual
as to be only explicable on the assumption that the
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smoker had been unable to use his left hand to shield
the match held in his right. The waste of tobacco
costing 113d. an ounce pointed to an indifference to
considerations of economy; an application of the
method of Observation and Experiment to the
tobacco by first smelling it and then smoking it had
convinced the A.P.M. that it was a choice blend of
“John Cotton.” The nationality of the suspect was
more difficult to establish; the sausage suggested
German nationality; but the A.P.M. would have felt
more assured if he could have detected in its composi-
tion traces of those cubes of onion and garlic with
which the maker of Delikatessen tickles the coarse pal-
ate of the Hun. But an examination with the magni-
fying glass yielded no assurance on this point. Still
it was a working hypothesis.

Then he turned his attention to the scrap of paper.
It was a piece of ordinary writing paper some three
inches by four, but on holding it up against the light
he failed to find any traces of a water-mark. He
scrutinized the written characters and saw at a
glance they were in a foreign tongue. He did not
know a word of German although he knew that the
language was not French. But he was struck by the
prevalence of words ending in the letters “ch.”
Although the characters had been partly obliterated
by the rain, he could make out clearly the words
“bach” and “hoch.” His pulses quickened as he
reflected that the German tongue was notoriously
a language of gutturals. Then he caught sight of the
word “Strafe,” and persuasion became a certainty.
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Thefragment of sausage,inconclusive and insignificant
in itself, added nothing to what was now a conviction,
but undeniably it strengthened it. He descended the
hill with a light heart.

He knew that stern things lay ahead of him. For
the uninterned German who chooses to play the part
of spy an ignominious death is the inevitable penalty,
and the man would in all probability sell his life
dearly. But the A.P.M. was not a man to flinch.
He telephoned through to'his office, giving orders to
the sergeant that each man was to bring his revolver.
Then he went to a chalk-pit some hundred yards from
the village and fired the six chambers of his own
revolver in succession to test the trigger-pull; the
weapon was in perfect trim though the pull was a bit
heavy, and he regretted now that he had not, as he
had long intended, had the pressure reduced to six
pounds. Only one thing remained to do—and he
did it. He sent off a code telegram to “‘Decency,
London.” It contained the following message:

“Have Matter WELL 1IN Hanp. IMPORTANT
DeveropmeNnTs. WiLL Report To-morrOW.”

This was not strictly necessary, but you must re-
member that the A.P.M. was young and zealous.
And youth does not like to hide its light under a
bushel; it prefers to let it shine before men. It is a
venial fault.

During the afternoon he rehearsed his plans for the
night. He despatched his four men by different
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routes, avoiding the beaten track, with orders to
assemble at a stunted beech tree which was within a
few yards of the place of his discoveries. They were
instructed to keep completely out of sight, taking
all possible cover so as to escape notice by any one
who might be keeping the open spaces of the hill-
side under the observation of a pair of field-glasses.
The A.P.M. himself approached the rendezvous by
the most open route like any casual wayfarer. They
met at the appointed place at the end of half an hour.
Each of the men reported that he had seen nothing.
They had carefully observed their direction and the
A.P.M. felt confident that forty minutes would
suffice for the night’s advance. He therefore timed
the start for 10:20 P. M.

At the appointed time the four men, who had been
disposed in such a manner that they formed an ap-
proximate circle with the beech tree in the centre,
slowly converged on their objective and halted some
hundred yards away. The A.P.M. had arranged to
simulate the plaintive cry of a peewit as the signal
for closing in. They lay there for what seemed an
interminable time until a rosy flush in the east
heralded the approach of dawn and a lark rose in the
morning air. The A.P.M. began to fear that they
had been observed.

He decided to remain where he was all the next
day, keeping the men with him so that no movement
of theirs on the hillside should be visible to the
secret watcher. One man was dectailed as a ration
party to crawl down the hill as unobtrusively as
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possible and bring back food and water. It was a
tedious vigil. The sun beat down fiercely upon their
heads, the flies tormented them like the seven plagues
of Egypt, they had a most amazing thirst,and as he lay
on his back the A.P.M. reflected that the attractions of
a detective’s career are greatly exaggerated in fiction.
The sun set at last, sinking in a ball of fire below the
horizon, and within less than half an hour one man
crawled in from his observation post a hundred yards
away, and reported the approach of four men. The
A.P.M. was a little taken aback at the number. He
drew his revolver out of its holster and waited.

His men had orders that no blood was to be shed
except in case of extreme necessity; it was important
to capture the spies alive, for they might be the
means of eliciting valuable information. The new-
comers were slow in arriving, but as they approached
their voices grew more distinct. They spoke a
foreign tongue full of strange gutturals. And at
times they uttered the letter “1”” in a curious way as
though they were clearing their palate with a view to
expectoration. The A.P.M. despatched his man to
relieve another who was stationed nearer the doomed
men; the other reported that their conversation was
unmistakably German—he had distinctly heard the
word “Strafe,” though the rest of it was unintelligi-
ble. The four spies clustered together, and one of
them suddenly flashed a lamp.

At that movement the military policeman by the
side of the A.P.M. tried to distract his attention in a
hurried whisper. “Hush! you fool,” said the A.P.M.




82 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

testily, and pursing his lips as though he were draw-
ing at a pipe he uttered the shrill cry of a peewit.
The A.P.M. and three of his men rushed forward
noiselessly over the turf, the fourth unaccountably
lagging behind. It was beautifully done. Each mili-
tary policeman closed with the man nearest him, the
A.P.M. catching his man with either hand around the
ankles and bringing him heavily to the ground. He
fell with him and as he did so received the impact of a
huge fist in his eye which make him see flashes such as
are not recognized in the Morse code.

“Blast!” said his victim, and as he struggled he
poured forth a torrent of invective. Most of it was
unmistakably English, but unfamiliar words like
“Duw” and ““Diawl” caught the A.P.M.’s ear and
the accent was foreign and peculiar. Therefore the
A.P.M., giving himself the benefit of the doubt,
tightened his grip on the profane man’s windpipe.

“Let me go now, look you. Yes, indeed,” said a
voice near by, as though the owner was trying to
agree with his adversary quickly. “You have got
your knee in my guts whatever. There’s foolish
you are, man. [ was have a belly-ache. And for
why? Duw anwyl! man, stop it, I tell you.”

“It’s the South Wales Borderers, sir,” said the
fourth policeman who had betrayed such indecision
at the last moment and who now came up panting.
“And I think they’ve been doing signal practice. I
saw the answering signal on the hill t’other side of the
bay just now, sir. And I tried to draw your atten-
tion to it, sir,” he added with gloomy satisfaction.
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The A.P.M. relaxed his hold, and the combatants
rose to their feet. He had nearly strangled the life
out of a sergeant of a crack Welsh regiment. The
others rose also, including a military policeman who,
having been an ostler in private life, had been trying
desperately to sit on his opponent’s head, and was
surprised to find that he still kicked. Serious things
had been done upon the earth that night. The
penalty for striking a superior officer on active ser-
vice 1s death—and the sergeant had struck, and pain-
fully. The penalty for an officer who strikes a sol-
dier at any time 1s dismissal, and the A.P.M. had in-
curred it. Four military policemen had committed
an unprovoked and aggravated assault on three
inoffensive soldiers engaged in the performance of a
military duty—which is a tort, a misdemeanour, and
also a statutory offence under the Army Act.

The British army i1s a wonderful thing. The ser-
geant of the Borderers gravely saluted the officer to
whom he had given a black eye, and the A.P.M.
returned the salute with no less gravity. The ser-
geant, with his windpipe still somewhat contracted
by the pressure from his superior officer’s fingers,
proceeded to offer an explanation with the mechanical
precision of a soldier giving evidence at a court-
martial:

“At 6 p. m.onthe 24th, I wass ordered by the signall-
ing officer of the 109th Battalion the South Wales Bor-
derers to proceed to Winstone Point. I wass arrive
there at dusk— i
“That will do, sergeant,” said the A. P.M, smiling

l\
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bitterly. “I think I know the rest—which I can
explain better than you can.” And he did.

As the A.P.M. retired down the hill with his
picquet he thought deeply—this time deductively.
The major premiss of his syllogism does not matter,
but the conclusion was depressing. He could not
stand the sergeant of the Borderers a drink; in an
A.P.M. that would be conduct exceedingly *prej-
udicial.” To offer him the price of one would be
worse. But a little gift in kind—there would be no
harm in that, just to show there was no ill feeling.
When he got back to his billet that night his eye
(the uninflamed one) lit on a book which had been one
of his dearest possessions, but which he now regarded
with a hostile air. He had had it specially bound in
tooled morocco. He packed it up and posted it to

the sergeant with his compliments. Its title was
“The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes.”

The sergeant of the Borderers held his tongue—for
obvious reasons. But one of his men must have
talked. And as the sparks fly upward, the story
spread from hutments to the orderly room, from the
orderly room to the officers’ mess, from the officers’
mess to Brigade H.Q., and from Brigade H.Q. to the
H.Q. of the command, till it was noised abroad from
Dan even to Beersheba. I have already said that
an A.P.M. is more feared than loved, and that he is
apt to be a lonely man. The A.P.M. was no longer
sure that he was feared but he was certain that he
felt very lonely. He has applied for a transfer.




R e e 2 £

Vs, & S5 e

!
3
]
4
i
I
1
:
|

VI
NO MAN’S LAND

HIS story was told me by Kennedy as we sat

one night over the fire in my billet in France

in a little town which serves as the Head-
quarters of the Second Echelon. You can make of it
what you please. Only let me tell you that Kennedy
i1s not an impressionable man—but neither is he
obtuse. He has read much and thought more. He
is forty, an age at which a2 man is either a fool or a
philosopher. Kennedy is not a fool. And philoso-
phy, as a wise man has remarked, begins in wonder.
He might have added that it also ends there.

I had read out an announcement on the front page
of the Times, which told us for the first time that a
friend, whose fate had long been the subject of pain-
ful speculation to us both, was “Reported missing;
believed killed.” It reminded me, and I reminded
Kennedy, of the story of an old grandmére I had met
in one of my billets whose only son had been reported
“missing” at Gravelotte in 1870, and who still, in
this year of grace 1916, watched and waited, as for
forty-six years she had waited and watched, for his
return.

“Mad, of course, poor thing,” I had added, as I
finished my story.
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“Don’t be so sure of that,” retorted Kennedy, and
then, seeing my look of surprise, he said quietly:
“Who knows?! He may still be in No Man’s Land.
No! It’s a land you’ll never find on any staff map.
But I see you think I'm talking in riddles. Well,
you’ve told me a story, I'll tell you one.

“It was at my billet at , the H.Q. of the —th
Corps; about a month ago before I was shifted here.
The house has a good dcal to do with the story; so
I’ll have to begin with that. I’d been home on sick
leave, having been knocked out on the Somme by an
H.E. shell, and they’d given me a staff job in the ‘I’
branch. I arrived late at night, the leave boat hav-
ing been held up while the mine-sweepers were out,
and the first thing I did was to make tracks for the
Camp Commandant’s, of course, to get the usual
billet de logement; on it was inscribed the name of a
Madame Doutrepont, 21 rue Royer-Collard. He
told off an orderly to show me the way—it was a
perfect rabbit warren of a place and dark at that.
A French town under état de siége is none too well
lighted. We went stumbling along over the cobbles,
and, after what seemed an interminable journey, in
the course of which we met nothing but wailing cats
—we found ourselves in a kind of cul-de-sac and at
the end of it was a blind wall with one of those huge
double doors like the ‘Gate’ of an Oxford College; it
had a kind of wicket in it.

“It was black as pitch and I had to pass my hands
over the door, like a blind man feeling the contours of
somebody’s face, until I found a bell-pull. As I
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pulled it, there came from far away a long, echoing

sound like a bell at the bottom of the sea. The
wicket door opened noiselessly in response—so noise-
lessly that I fell over the threshold as I leaned against
it. Odd, isn’t it, the way those French doors
open automatically? I never quite get over the
surprise of finding no one behind them. Well, we
found ourselves in a kind of covered courtyard
which was even darker, if anything, than the street
outside, and then an inner door opened and I saw a
woman standing in the doorway holding a lamp in
her hand.

“‘Ou’est-ce la ?’ she called out in a startled voice.
But her alarm changed to irritation when I tendered
her my billeting paper. She scrutinized it closely
and then looked long at me, holding the lamp above
her head so that its light fell full upon my face while
her own remained in darkness. A dog barked fur-
iously at his chain on the farther side of the court-
yard.

““Tiens,” she said to him angrily, and then to me,
“C’est la guerre,’ as she motioned us in.

“That was all the welcome I got. Still, what can
one expect! I always feel like a beastly bailiff when
I quarter myself uninvited upon a woman °‘con-
formément a la loi,) as the billeting paper puts it.
And they only get half a franc a night for it. It’s
treating their place like a doss house.

“As she put down the light in the hall T saw that
she was a tall, sallow woman of meagre figure, but

with abundant, thick, black hair done up in heavy
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folds. Her face wore a curious, apathetic expression
and her eyes had an introspective look as though
her mind dwelt wholly in the past.

““She conducted me upstairs, the orderly thump-
ing after us with my valise on his shoulder and
making the shadow a hunchback on the wall in the
flickering candle-light, until we had mounted four
long flights of stairs and got to the very top of the
house. She threw open the door of a room without a
word. It had rather a musty smell as though it had
been long disused and there was no window in it,
which was pretty beastly, but opening out of it was
a kind of small dressing room. The dressing room
did have a window, fortunately—shut, of course.
Having thanked the lady and dismissed the orderly,
I unpacked my valise. After some trouble I suc-
ceeded .in unscrewing the window-bolt and getting
a little clean air into the room. Then I looked
round. In the wall of the dressing room on the far
side, opposite the folding doors and commanded by
my bed in the other room, was a big cupboard reach-
ing from the floor to the ceiling; it was locked. The
only furniture of the room was a table and a chair.
I looked out of the window but could see nothing.
The air of the courtyard had a curious smell, pungent
but not unpleasant. And there was a continuous
sound of running water.

“I slept soundly that night, for I was tired. In
the morning, as I was going out to breakfast at the
mess, I met Madame Doutrepont and passed the
time of day. She was a trifle more gracious than
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the night before and volunteered the information
that her husband was at the war, at Verdun, that
she lived all alone except for a bonne who came in
every day to clean up, and that she managed her
husband’s business in his absence. The business
was a tannery, it adjoined the courtyard and was
worked by a water-mill. I tried to make friends with
h the dog as I passed out, but he only snarled and
crept into his kennel. So much for the house. Al-
together it seemed to me that the atmosphere of No.
21 was not exactly sociable.
: “I put in a hard day’s work over the maps and
f things, and after dinner in the mess I decided to take

t my work home to my billet. It was like all ‘I’
L i work, highly confidential, and the things I took with
i | me were worth their weight in gold to a spy. I had
: ' a staff map showing our new lines, a large-scale oil-
' paper tracing of the positions held by the —th
Division, two or three of those buff manuals i1ssued
from G.H.Q. and marked ‘not to be taken into the
trenches,” and so on.

“I sat up working until after midnight with my
‘ maps spread over the table in the dressing room and
f‘ about 12.30 A.M. I extinguished the candle and went
to bed, leaving the folding doors of the dressing
room wide open. In five minutes I was asleep.
How long I slept I don’t know, but T was suddenly
awakened by the sound of footsteps in the dressing
room. They seemed to come from the window. I
lay awake listening, being in some doubt whether I
was not still asleep, and watching the dressing room,
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the floor of which was plainly visible from my bed as
it was now moonlight.

“Now the dressing room was very small and its
window, which was on the left, disproportionately
large, and the shape of the window was clearly sil-
houetted in a pattern upon the floor. And it struck
me I must be asleep after all, and dreaming, be-
cause nothing obscured the squares of pale light upon
the boards. Yet all the time there seemed to be
feet shuffling across it in a curious, uncertain way.
I was still stupidly pondering this when the footsteps
stopped—apparently by the cupboard, and I heard a
scratching sound—it was just as if someone was
passing his fingers over the panels in the dark.
Only it wasn’t dark. T could see the cupboard in the
moonlight almost as plainly as I can see you. I
raised myself in bed and stared hard, but I could see
nothing. And yet by this time I felt certain there
was someone in that room. 1 felt sure of it with
the assurance that you feel someone behind you in
the street. But there was this difference: in such
cases you have only to turn round to have your
intuition confirmed by your sense of sight, whereas
in this case my sense of sight gave the lie to my in-
tuition while my sense of hearing confirmed it.

“T was trying to puzzle out this contradiction of
my senses when I saw the cupboard doors move.
They moved slowly outward and I heard them
creak. But stare as I did I could see nothing.
There were those cupboard doors slowly but per-
ceptibly advancing toward me as if they moved of
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their own accord. For a moment I was really
afraid—afraid of myself, intimidated by the inco-
herence of my senses. I remembered reading in a
morbid phase of mind, when I was recovering from
shell-shock and fancied I had the symptoms of every
disease I could lay a name to, that there is such a
thing as ‘mental blindness.” It occurs when a man
has suffered some lesion of the nerve tracts connect-
ing the occipital lobes with other centres—that’s
how the book put it. A man sees but doesn’t see
right. He can’t classify the optical impressions his
eyes receive and he’ll call a clothes-brush a pair of
spectacles. Or he may have mental deafness—he’ll
hear a bell but be powerless to recall what a bell
looks like; he’ll say he’s heard a drum. His senses
play fast and loose with one another until his mind
capitulates altogether. It’s often the first stage in
delusional insanity.”

Kennedy paused for a moment to gaze at the
dying embers of the fire.

“I think what kept me sane,” he resumed, “was
the conviction, a kind of psychic conviction, that
there really was someone there. I felt its presence
far more than I heard it. And then in a flash I
remembered my staff maps and Intelligence papers
and with an effort I quelled the insubordination in
my brain. Some spy, I felt assured, was playing a
trick on me to take advantage of my confusion.
The thought of it aroused in me a wholesome anger
and from that moment I had myself well in hand.

“I debated with myself what to do. Not only
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were all my confidential papers in the dressing room,
but so was my Webley revolver, which I had left on
the table. If I so much as turmed in my bed, the
visitor, whoever he was, would be able to seize it
and cover me with it from where he was before I
could reach the dressing room. What was I to do?
I have acquired the habit of prompt decision—you
learn that out on patrol—and it didn’t take me long
to decide that my best course was to lie still and
wait till he tried to pass again through my room,
for he could have entered no other way. He must
have had a key of his own, for I had locked the door
from the inside before I went to bed. But how
had he managed to unlock it and enter without
awaking me? That puzzled me.

“There followed what seemed an interminable
interval of silence, during which I could hear my
wrist-watch ticking as loudly as if it were an eight-
day clock. Then I heard the footsteps recommence.
They started at the cupboard and approached my
room. I seemed to be listening with every nerve in
my body, and, as they approached, it struck me that
there was something very odd about them. They
were not so much a walk as a shuffle, and one foot
seemed to be reconnoitring before the other as if a
blind man were exploring the floor. They ap-
proached my bed. I lay rigid with my head on my
pillow and with my eyes wide open, but I could see
nothing—no! not so much as a shadow. The man
seemed to be holding his breath all the time. It’s
curious when I come to think of it—I never once heard
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him breathe. I was waiting my chance to leap out
of bed and spring on him from behind, as soon as I
should hear him fumbling with the bedroom door,
when I suddenly felt the touch of a hand at the foot
of my bed. It touched the outline of my feet and
then drew sharply away as though the owner were
startled; the next moment it began groping the bed-
clothes. I felt it through the counterpane travelling
up my body. But it didn’t feel like a human hand
at all. It was more like a claw; it seemed to be a
hand without any finger-tips and it moved with a
kind of stealthy uncertainty. You know how a dog
paws your bed? There was something hypnotic
about that touch; I tried to shake it off and I
couldn’t. I was paralysed. I felt again that
strange insubordination in my brain, and that I was
losing all control over my senses. For my eyes
were wide open and I could still see nothing.

“How long I lay like that I don’t know. I could
hear the valves of my heart beating against my ribs
and there was a cold feeling down my spine; my
throat was dry as a furnace and my skin crept. Do
you know the kind of nightmare in which you dream
you are tied down to two lines of rails with a train
approaching along the track and you strain and
strain to break your bonds till your heart seems to
be going to burst? Then you wake. But I couldn’t
wake, or if I was awake I couldn’t move. As the
hands travelled up to my chest I made a violent
effort to break the spell and sprang in a cold sweat
from my bed. There was a startled shuffle of the
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feet, as though the owner had sprung back from the
bed, and they scufled back toward the dressing
room. [ hurled myself after them, hit out wildly
in their direction, and bruised my knuckles against
the folding doors. There was nothing there. My
hands were tingling with pain, but action had re-
stored my circulation and I rushed into the dressing
room. I didn’t want to strike again—I felt a sudden
sense of pity; I didn’t know why. But I was deter-
mined to corner him. The footsteps were retreating
toward the window; I tried to intercept them,
but as I did so I felt a cold blast upon my face, the
window suddenly shut to, and the footsteps ceased.

“I opened the window. The night was still;
there was no wind, nothing but the soft sighing of
the poplars. I could see nothing. But as I stood
at the window, listening to the beating of my own
heart, I heard the dog whining in the courtyard
below, the rattle of his chain like an anchor-chain
drawn through a hawse-hole, then a pause, and then
the rattle of the chain followed by another pause.
This went on for several minutes and I knew that
the dog was wildly pacing to and fro to the very
limit of its tether. I called to him, but instead of
barking furiously at the sound of my voice, as he
usually did, he merely whined.

“The dressing room itself seemed undisturbed.
Indeed what puzzled me more than anything else
was that the cupboard was shut, and when I tried
to open it I found it was locked. And then I re-
flécted that the fact it was locked was the most
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reassuring thing I could have expected. I must
have had a nightmare after all! After that I felt
more cheerful and I determined to have a pipe before
turning in again. [ filled my pipe, struck a match,
and was about to light up when I suddenly caught
sight of the cupboard door in its flickering glow.
On the jamb of the door was the impression of a
thumb and four mutilated fingers. I stood staring
at this with the match in my hand until the flame
burned my fingers and I let the match fall to the
floor. It wentout. I stood staring at the cupboard,
unconscious of my blistered fingers, conscious of
nothing except that mark upon the door.”

Kennedy stopped in his narration and gazed into
the fire, as though he could see some image there.
After a long pause he resumed:

“Mechanically I reached out my hand for the box
of matches, never taking my eyes off the door, and
tried to strike another, but I struck so hard that the
head of the match came off. I struck again, lit the
candle, and held it up to the cupboard. The marks
were still there: the very cuticle of the skin was
clearly traceable in a dirty pattern, as though a dusty
hand had left its imprint upon the door. The
thumb was clearly outlined, so was the hand, but
the fingers stopped at the knuckles as if they had
been amputated. I stared at them for a long time.

“Had I delusions? For a moment there came
back to me the awful days I had gone through when
I was on sick leave and heard unfamiliar voices
coming from great distances and was afraid to be
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alone with my own shadow. I asked myself the
question: was that baneful image really impressed
upon the door or was it a projection of my own dis-
ordered brain? I tried looking at the walls and the
ceiling; it was not there. I then looked at the cup-
board doors again; it was still there. I reasoned
with myseif that if it was really there it would reflect
itself. I took the mirror from the dressing table
and, standing at an angle to the door, I held it up
so that the door was reflected in it. The image
appeared in the mirror. Finally, to put the matter
beyond a shadow of doubt, I took a piece of oil
paper, such as one uses for map tracings, and having
heated it slightly over the candle I held it firmly
for a few seconds against the marks upon the door.
Then I held it up to the light. There was a faint
anthropometrical impression of a thumb and four
mutilated fingers upon it. I put the paper down
and thought a long while. Then I locked it up in
my attaché case, and taking up the candle I went
down on my hands and knees and explored the planks
in the floors; they were firm. I tapped the walls;
they were solid. I studied the ceiling; the plaster
showed no crevice. I tried the door of my bedroom;
it was locked. My papers I had seen at a glance
were undisturbed.

“I looked at my watch. It was 2 AM. I then
put a chair against my bedroom door and sat down
upon it with my Webley across my knees—cocked,
with my finger upon the trigger-pull. The candle I
kept alight beside' me. I waited and watched until
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the moon paled and dawn broke, but I heard noth-
ing except the sighing of the poplars, the trickle of
water through the sluices, and the dog feverishly
paying out his length of chain. Perhaps I dozed a
little. I got up shivering with cold and crossed the
room to look at the cupboard door. All trace of the
hand had gone. I unlocked my attaché case and
looked at the oil paper. It was as blank as the door.
I held it up to the morning light; the impression of
the skin had entirely disappeared, but I thought I
could detect the periphery outline of the thumb and
the four stumps of fingers.

“I felt worn out and irritable, but my tub and a
shave refreshed me somewhat, and after dressing I
went downstairs to breakfast at the mess. On my
way down I encountered Madame. She looked
even paler than usual, but said nothing except a
languid ‘Bon jour, M’sieur.’ 1 looked straight at
her and, watching the effect of my words, I said:
‘Madame, is your house haunted?’

“I thought she was going to faint. Her face
turned an ashen gray and her fingers fumbled with
her dress. ‘Mais non, M’sieur. Certainement, non.
Oh, non, non.’ 1 couldn’t make her out. Her
answer was more in the nature of a petition than a
denial. I had a sudden suspicion that she was
concealing something from me. But I merely
bowed and passed out.

“I worked hard all day to escape my thoughts
and went home to my billet early. On entering my
bedroom I was surprised to see Madame in the
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dressing room in front of the cupboard, the door of
which was open. As she heard me behind her she
hastily shut the cupboard door and, murmuring some-
thing about lingerie, she brushed past me and dis-
appeared. I didn’t like finding her in my room but,
after all, it was her house, not mine, and I had al-
ready taken good care to remove all my papers
back to the office. After she had gone I went to
have another look at the cupboard, and I suddenly
noticed that in her haste and agitation she had left
the key in the door. I turned the key and threw
open the cupboard. It was already growing dark,
and in my hurry I didn’t think about a light at first.
I could see the outline of something with four legs.
Then I remembered to strike a match. It was a
child’s rocking-horse!

“And yet when I recalled the experiences of the
night and Madame’s agitation in the morning, to
say nothing of her excuse about lingerie, I wasn’t
altogether satisfied. That cupboard was certainly
no linen cupboard. For one thing there was no
linen there, nothing but this plaintive plaything.
For another, the cupboard was thick with dust and
the horse caparisoned with cobwebs. French house-
wives are much too particular about their linen to
house it in a dusthole.

“Nothing happened that night, but next morning,
much to my surprise, Madame asked me, with some
diffidence, if I would take a cup of tea with her in the
salon. I assented. There was nothing remarkable
about the room. It was like most of the salons in
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French middle-class houses—a parquet floor, a

gilded radiator like a row of organ-pipes, a gilt and
marble clock in a glass case, and so on. Over the
mantelpiece was a portrait of a child—a boy of
about ten years of age. After pouring out the tea
Madame took up some knitting and began clicking
her needles; she explained that she was making a
tricot for her husband in the trenches. I thought it
was a pretence to hide the agitation of her hands—
curious, isn’t it, that a European reveals his agitation
in his fingers, an Oriental in his toes, and I noticed
that she perpetually dropped her stitches as she
talked. What did she talk about? Oh!everything,
but she always came back to the war and casualties.
Were they very heavy in our armies? How many
did I think they were? I drew in my horns at that—
it is one of the first things a spy 1s concerned to find
out—for obvious reasons. And yet it seemed to
me that she had something on her mind and was
more anxious to speak than to be spoken to. She
seemed to be speaking to gain time. You know
how a person speaks when all the time they are
thinking of something else? But anyhow she never
got her guns laid on the register, whatever it was,
and after an hour or so I got up and went to bed.
She made no further approaches after that. But
one thing struck me. I noticed every night as I
went up to bed that her door—which at first she
had kept locked—was always slightly ajar and a
light burning in her room.

“A week went by and I had begun to forget all

T
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é about my strange experiences when one evening as I o
i got back to my billet I saw a gendarme and a woman I
f;;li; enter the house just ahead of me. I hastened my
steps, and as I entered the hall I heard someone I
sobbing in the salon. It sounded like Madame’s
voice and I pushed open the door and walked in o
without ceremony. The gendarme and a woman in th
black were standing with grave faces in front of -
Madame, who was sitting in a chair gripping the b
arms convulsively. The gendarme held a piece of .
blue paper in his hand. For a moment it flashed th
through my mind that it was a warrant for her of
arrest. But the idea no sooner entered my mind -
than I dismissed it, for on the gendarme’s face and
the face of the woman who accompanied him—I now he
recognized her as a neighbour—was a look of pro-
found pity.
“‘Votre mari était un héros, madame,’ the gen- tl
darme said softly. cl
“Then I understood. You know they never send of
telegrams in France as we do. The announcement h
is always made personally by the maire or a gen-
darme, and a neighbour usually goes with him. Yes, s
they’re not so prompt as we are, but I think they’re 1 H
more merciful. There is always a touch of ceremony : h
about these things in France, you know. i
“I don’t know how it was, but the sight of me ;i
seemed to give the poor soul some comfort, though : a
5 Heaven knows my thoughts had been uncharitable y
e enough. She turned her stricken face to me, still d
clutching the sides of her chair, and cried: ‘A4h! ; 4
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monsieur le capitaine, c’était lui, c’était lui! 1 know,
I know. I heard him that night.’

“My eyes must have betrayed my astonishment;
I thought her sorrow had turned her brain.

““You do not understand, non? But it was his
room, your chambre a coucher. He used to sleep
there. And the little room with the cupboard—it
was the toy-cupboard of le petit, our little one whom
we lost. Mon mari, I—sometimes the one, some-
times the other, sometimes the two—used to go to
the cupboard to look at his little horse. It was all
of him we had left. One must have something,
m’sieur le capitaine. C’était lui! Cétait lur!’

“As I mounted the stairs I heard her still repeating
her litany of pain. ‘C’était lui! C’était lur!’

“‘Was it he?’ I said to myself.

“The next day I went back to my billet earlier
than usual, determined to atone for all my un-
charitableness with such words of comfort as I could
offer her. I thought her strangely composed. Per-
haps she divined as much in my eyes.

“YAh, m’siew’ le capitaine,” she said simply, ‘there
are some things worse than death. There is life.

Had he lived he would have been blind,” and she

handed me a letter. It ran as follows:

“Chére Madame,—Votre mari était mon camarade et
avec grande douleur j° écris pour vous announcer qu’il est mort.
Il était frappé par Uéclat d’un obus et il a mis les doigts
devant les yeux pour les protéger et les doigts sont brisés et les
yeux rendus aveugles. Il est mort d une heure et demi
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aprés minuit dans la poste de secours le mardi, octobre le
troisiéme. 2

“I read no more. I turned my face to the wall
and pretended to be studying the crayon drawing of
the dead child. I was afraid she might read in my
face all that I had seen and heard on the night of
Tuesday, October the 3rd. With a few hasty words
of condolence I left the room. That is all.”

We gazed a long time at the fire while the rain
beat against the window panes and the ashes fell
softly in the grate.

“But,” I said.

“Yes,” interrupted Kennedy. “I know what
you’re going to say. No! I can’t explain it.
Do you remember those words of Pascal, ‘Les espaces
infinis m’'effrayent?’ 1 thought of them to-night
when I looked up at the moon riding the heavens.
The moon and the stars and the heavenly bodies
are not more removed from us than we are removed
from one another. If each of us is separated from
one another by such vast solitudes in life, why
should there ber any greater separation in death?
Sometimes I think the dead are nearer to us than
we are to one another. You know those lines of

Matthew Arnold:

Yea in the sea of life enisled
With echoing straits between us thrown.

“Sometimes I can’t even hear the echoes. And it’s
when I'm farthest from my fellow creatures in life
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that I feel nearest my fellow creatures in death.
D’you remember the old regimental mess?—where’s
the C.O.? where’s the major?! where 1s Guppy?
and Trelawney and Haig-Brown? I am the only
one left.”

We were both silent for a long time. At last
Kennedy rose to go home to his billet. ““Perhaps
you understand now what I mean by ‘No Man’s
Land,”” he said quietly as he bade me good-night.
“Sooner or later all of us have to go ‘over the top’
and sometimes we return.”’
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ET her go!” said the Lieutenant.
She went. At one moment I had been
looking into the faces of the men around the
car; at the next I was looking down upon their heads
and could study the parting of their hair—they had
their caps off and were in their shirt-sleeves. Only
a drag-rope now anchored us to earth and that rope
was very taut; the balloon seemed to have suddenly
developed a personality of her own and was obviously
if impatient to be off. I suddenly felt extraordinarily :
; volatile; there seemed to be nothing under my feet, 1
and nothing there was except some basket-work
barely an inch thick. I felt that I was made of |
india-rubber, and that I might bounce at any
moment—which is a nasty sensation, for it makes
you feel a wild desire to bounce over the side of the
car and see what will happen to you. The Lieu-
tenant cast off the rope. We rose with amazing
rapidity; the earth rushed away from us; the white
faces of the crowd looking up at us behind the
fence lost all their individual features; the ecstatic
shouts of the children died away. I suddenly felt
very queer.
No! I didn’t like this. I didn’t likc it atall. I
I
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have “proceeded”—in the Army you never “go”
anywhere because that might imply you came to
rest somewhere, and there is no rest in the British
army—to some objective or other in nearly every
form of transport known to the two Services, and
of all of them I liked this beastly toy the least. I
have flown in a Maurice Farman in a 3o-mile gale
at six thousand feet and felt nothing but a surprising
absence of feeling—except when the bus “bumped,”
or when she began to volplane down and I felt
as if I were descending a gigantic staircase with a
rather long leap from one stair to the next and no
banisters to hang on to. 1 have helped to steer a
tank, looking after the brakes while the tank com-
mander performed like an organist with his hands
and feet, peering through the visor as though he
were reading a piece of music, and have reflected
that this, too, was very unsensational except at the
moment when we came to a crater and our great
leviathan paused irresolutely on the edge, as though
she were afraid of it, until she made up her mind to
it, after which all you feel is that it’s uncommonly
like flying with an occasional “bump.” I have
looked on in a submarine while it submerged in the
disciplinary silence that is the rule on those occasions,
and have stood by the coxswain as he worked the
plane-controls and wondered, as I watched the tell-
tale bubble and the pointer of the depth-gauge,
why the submarine didn’t make a little more fuss
about it. A hunt for a submarine in a naval drifter
when the wind began to freshen—yes! this was—




106 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

this was uncommonly like that. It was distinctly
sensational. There was the same feeling in the pit
of my stomach. Was I going to ? I looked
over the side of the car. No, it would be too dis-
graceful. Another outrage upon an inoffensive civil-
1an population.

I looked up through the ring into the open neck
of the balloon and saw to the very top of the yellow

interior—it seemed uncommonly empty; I studied
the diagonals of rope-netting—the ropes seemed
remarkably thin; I looked at the clothes-basket in
which I and the other three stood—it was desper-
ately small. I looked over the side, which reached
no higher than my waist, and hastily withdrew my
gaze. I looked at the coil of rope and the bags
of sand at our feet and thought I had better sit
down. I looked at my three companions and I
thought I had better not. For all three of them
were sitting nonchalantly on the edge of the basket
like performing monkeys on a trapeze, their arms
embracing the stays overhead. One of them was
swinging a long leg over the side.

“It’s—it’s—a fine day,” I remarked, desperately,

“You’ll feel better in a2 moment,” said the Lieu-
tenant pointedly. “It’s the gas, you know. It
always affects one a bit at first.”

“I rather like gas,” I said, insincerely. “But I
don’t like it quite so fresh from the meter.”

“There’s the river!” said the Lieutenant, whom I
will call the pilot, for such he was. The other two,
each wearing a single “pip” on their sleeves, were
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“learning the ropes”’—more particularly the valve
r()pk‘.

I began to sit up and take notice. I looked over
the side. I saw quadrangles, polygons, circles, also
buildings leaning back at various angles much as a
house appears in a badly focussed photograph.

“What a city to bomb!” I said involuntarily.

“Yes, isn’t it?” said the pilot. “One always feels
like that at first.” So this was sensation Number
'l‘\\'().

“We did bomb her the other day,” he resumed,
“with sandbags. We'd got over Battersea and
found ourselves suddenly coming down and likely to
get a cold tub in the river. So I said ‘Poop off some
ballast’ to a fellow who was learning the ropes.
And before I knew what he was doing the silly fool
had thrown out half a dozen bags—bodily. Of
course, vou should always shake out the contents
slowly—like a sower going forth to sow. They
landed like bombs bang on the skylight of a factory
or workshop or something of the kind. I saw
them go through. As we rose, I saw a crowd of
people rushing out into the street like ants when
yvou’ve kicked over an ant-heap. They must have
thought it was a raid—broad daylight, too. The
last I saw of them was a fat man shaking his fist
at us.”

We rose to about 800 feet and, as we ascended,
the several noises of London were merged into one
diapason hum, but out of it certain individual
sounds retained their identity. They were cab
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whistles. The whole city seemed alive with them,
and one could hear each and every one.

“The whistling for a cab, the barking of a dog, the
crowing of a cock,” said the pilot in a literary style
faintly reminiscent of the Book of Proverbs, “these
are the last sounds one ceases to hear.”

As we travelled over the north of London a dark
mist blotted out the great city, but the white trail
of smoke from railway engines showed through it
clearly like streaks of cotton wool. It was raining
below. The houses were invisible, but railway
tracks gleamed through the mist with a curious effect
as though we were gazing at their reflection in water.
My destructive mood returned; I felt at that mo-
ment that I longed of all things to drop a bomb on
that railway track. Which suggests that there’s
something very impersonal about bombing a city.
I think of all lethal enterprises aérial bombing must
be the least demoralizing to the character. You
don’t think in terms of men but of targets, especially
structural targets.

Thus meditating I took out my cigarette case.

“Put it back, please,” said the pilot hastily.
“This isn’t a smoking compartment.” And he
pointed overhead. There was nothing to see over-
head except the delicate fabric of the balloon. And

then I suddenly remembered that gas. I had no
desire to go up to heaven—or down to earth—in a
chariot of fire like the prophet. So I put it back.
“We haven’t got any parachutes, you see,” he ex-
plained apologetically. He spoke as though it were
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the most natural thing in the world to take a leap out
of a balloon with a closed umbrella that might never
open. ‘“If anything went wrong we should be done.”

This interlude provoked him to a most unfeeling
strain of reminiscence: “When 1 was learning
flying at the W aérodrome—before I got my
transfer to the Balloon Wing—there was a Russian
chap, a learner. He went ‘solo’ and had a smash.
They took up seven basketfuls. The difficulty was
to bury him.”

“Why not a sack?” I said. It sounds a callous
conversation, but after all there’s only one way of
looking at it if you want to keep your nerve. You
must laugh at it.

“Oh! I don’t mean that. I mean the Burial
Service, Rites of Holy Church and all that kind of
thing. You see a Russian can’t be properly buried
without incense and no end of ritual. Well, they
discovered a Russian priest in the uniform of a
Canadian padre. At least he said he was. Perhaps
he was anxious to oblige.”

“But what about the incense?”

“I’'m coming to that. Some bright youth said
he’d look after that—which relieved the C.O.
mightily as he was anxious to do the correct thing
and impress the fellow countrymen of the deceased.
Very important to keep on good terms with Russia
just then, you know! . . . There was a great
turn-out. The padre chanted away like a gramo-
phone—and an N.C.O. duly lighted the sacred fire.
Everybody sniffed. ‘There’s something very famil-
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iar about that smell,” whispered the C.O.tome. ‘Very
familiar.” And he sniffed like a fox-terrier. ‘I haveit,
sir,” I said, ‘it’s tobacco.” And so it was. The
N.C.O. had also contributed some packets of wood-
bines—like the widow’s mite—which was rather
decent of him when you come to think of it. And
before the padre had finished I heard the sergeant
say in a stentorian voice— Collect the empties.””

“It sounds a bit blasphemous,” I remarked.

“Well, anyhow it was a good brand,” said the
pilot piously. “It was John Cotton.”

The air seemed fresher. I looked at the aneroid;
we had risen to 3,000 feet. The little red bubble in
the statoscope—looking like a drop of coagulated
blood or what the bacteriologists call a “smear”—
which alternately solidified and liquefied, was
crawling to the right; a sure sign that we were still
ascending. Periodically one of the learners shook
out the contents of a sandbag which descended like
pepper. We had a steady southeast wind behind us,
and we made out our course by observation of the
roads and railways, checking them off on our map
with the aid of a compass. The mist had cleared
and I saw that we had left the city far behind us.
We passed over woods and forests, their tops looking
like a bed of asparagus; we sailed over growing crops
of cereals, still green (it was early August), resem-
bling, after the heavy storms, nothing so much as a
cushion of green plush all rubbed the wrong way.
“Barley,” said the pilot. “And that’s corn”; he
pointed to a beaten field; I seemed to be looking
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down at a rough plaster-cast in yellow clay. From
7 far below us came a continuous hum and a large
4 beetle appeared to be racing along the road at a

yd- % tremendous speed.
“A motorcyclist,” said the pilot. Again I felt
that lethal instinct. To aim a bomb at a rapidly
. 3 ‘¢ l 120, ¢ ""”'“l. 19 U l .
int ! moving target—"‘short!”; “over!”; “hit! ndeni-

ably there was a sporting element in it.

7 “We'’re beating him,” said the pilot. Yet our
he motion was imperceptible. We seemed to hang in the

ery
1t

her

ether like a lonely planet.

d; We picked out one feature after another with the
in aid of our map. It was like doing a puzzle. Aénal
ed observation has a fascination of its own. Introduce

— X an element of camouflage into it, such as a screened

as battery, and you’re back at the old nursery game of

1ll _ “Puzzle, Find the Woodman.” There is much to be

Hk said for an aérial life. It’s clean, which is more than

ke ‘ you can say of the trenches, and invigorating. And if

s, you get “knocked out”—well, it’s all over in no time.

he “It’s about tea-time,” said the pilot, and he

\p pulled a rope. I wondered if it was to summon the

d waiter. Then he let go. There was a loud clap.

S, “The valve,” he explained. It may have been,

g but more of that later on. A shower of tiny chalk-

S like crystals descended on us from the interior of the ]
1- balloon, as though some chemical change was going !
a on up there. Sometimes the valve-rope catches. -'
7. Then you climb up inside the ring. At least you i
e do if you can think of nothing better. Personally, ‘

I would rather not.
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He pulled again at intervals, and one of the others & fee
. paid out some 300 feet of drag-rope. As we de- thf
f scended, the rope touched the ground, and I watched .
the deep furrow it made in the grass—the aftermath 1 -
of a hayfield. There was something uncanny about she
that rope. As we crossed a park of elms, having ¢ Ge
thrown out ballast to clear it, the rope rose from \3 cof
the ground, jumped the park fence, climbed the b e
trees, and followed us across their fan-like tops like )
e an animated thing. An enormous serpent seemed i -
% ] to be following us with diabolical persistency, hissing f" 'ft
(B as it brushed the trees. We passed a gabled manor- :
house with tall chimneys and having cleared the j the
! ;‘g park threw out the grapnel. By this time the a do‘
i smooth, full cheek of the balloon was beginning to .
.; nsZ crinkle and pucker like a rubicund countenance b
, : that has suddenly been stricken with senile decay. .: thf
| The pilot pulled the “rip” rope, opening a panel in
b | the top of the balloon, and we came down with a Hu
S bump. s
) We bounced, bumped, and bounced yet again. ; i
g ; I found my head and shoulders caught in a snare of ] ¢
e collapsing tackle with the balloon heaving like a : fro
q wounded bird above us. hol
l “Will you take tea or coffee, sir?” : e
; R I looked up, like a mouse caught in a trap, and I : :
! l; found myself staring into the face of a housemaid : -
? ip : in cap and ribbons who was peering over the car in apl
il a state of wide-eyed excitement. )
“I think we’ll get out first,” I said, struggling like E::

Samson with seven green withes. I was not yet
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feeling quite terrestrial and I had a vague idea that
the waiter had answered the bell.

“Her ladyship saw you coming over the park,”
said the housemaid, by way of explanation. “And
she sent me out and said, she said, ‘If they’re not
Germans, ask them whether they’ll have tea or
coffee? But if they’re Germans, send for the police
at once.””’

“Be they Germans or bain’t they?” 1 heard a
masculine voice behind the housemaid. ‘‘Because
if they be——"

“Put that gun down, you silly old ass,” shouted
the pilot, with his head in a noose. “What the hell
do you damned well mean by——"

“They be English all right, Jarge,” said another
voice reassuringly. “Cassn’t thee tell by the way
they talk? That’s good edicated English.”

“Aye, ’tis, Jacob; depend on it, 'tis. No German
Hun could talk such beautiful English, I'll take my
gospel oath on it. The gentleman hev’ a very
proper gift of speaking.”

A number of heads seemed suddenly to appear
from nowhere in a circle around us. An aged man,
holding a gun, looked over the side of the basket
as though he were inspecting pigs in a netted cart.

“Beg your pardon, gentlemen,” he said, in a tone
in which he strove manfully to conceal his dis-
appointment.

“Don’t mention it,” said our pilot, politely, as we
extricated ourselves and clambered out of the
basket. “Got a horse and cart anywhere? Good.
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You men, there, you can help us flatten her out.
No, no, like this. Start at each end and roll her
up.”

They all set to, kneading the collapsed balloon as
they squeezed the gas out of her billowy folds.

“It do just seem like holding down a pig at
killing-time,” said one of them pensively. “What
a girt chitterling it be!”

“It’s the way mother makes dough,” whispered
one child to another, as she stood looking at
us with a finger in her mouth. The men rolled
the fabric over and over, crushing the pink clover
and sulphur-coloured toad-flax beneath it. In a
few minutes our balloon was packed up in a green
canvas hold-all little bigger than a kit-bag, to the
no small astonishment of those who had witnessed
her descent. Canvas bag and basket were hoisted
into the cart with directions to drive to H , the
nearest railway station, some six miles away.

“Thank you, madam, we'll take tea,” said our
pilot as we entered the house.

“I'm afraid it’s a little strong,” she said, gra-
ciously. “It’s been waiting some time for you.”

I remembered that the pilot had pulled a myste-
rious rope about “tea-time.”

I'm not in the R.F.C. But I hear that their
methods of aérial communication are very wonderful.
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VIII

A DAY ON THE SOMME

WAS engaged in studying the scheme of mural

decoration in my friend’s room at the H.Q. of

the — ~th Corps. The furniture of the room
was designed for us and not for ornament. It con-
sisted of those ascetic deal tables, chairs, and chit-
boxes which are turned out daily by the sappers with
no other assistance than a hammer, a saw, and a
plane. The south wall was covered by one of those
chefs d’euvre of the 1st Printing Co. R.E., in which
the leading principle of composition is a gridiron and
the mind of the artist seems obsessed by an enthu-
siasm for geometrical design which may be helpful,
but 1s certainly monotonous. None the less, that
map was an unfailing mental stimulant to my friend,
Colonel X——, and he returned to its contemplation
again and again with the same feeling of proprietary
pride as that with which an art collector might return
to the study of an Old Master. And as is the way
with all works of art, the more one looked at it the
more one saw init. Not only did it show the position
of every culvert, well, quarry, and ditch behind our
lines, but it also bore upon it certain conventional
signs indicating the exact location of our trench rail-
ways, supply dumps, and observation posts.
15
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These things were freely and boldly figured
somewhat the same manner as the maps of the old
voyagers and merchant adventurers body forth the
fauna and flora of vague continents with elephants
standing in lagoons and negroes reclining under
palm trees. Certain coloured lines of an irregular
tracery indicated the course to the nearest decimals
of our front line and support trenches, and they
were corrected to date. From all of which it may
be inferred that the Germans, who are great col-
lectors in their way, would have put their last shirt
on the chances of adding that masterpiece to their
collection.

I was still admiring the bold freedom of its nomen-
clature and weighing the uneasy significance of
“Flea Trench,” “Acid Drop Copse,” and *‘Stink
Alley,” when my friend the Colonel put hle forc—
finger on a point in one of the rectangles, and "said:
“That’s Brigade H.Q.; Battalion H.Q. will be
about—— farther on; we’ll leave the car behind the
wood.” The point may be described, with deliber-
ate ambiguity, as A.z2.c.b.3—to use the masonic
language of operation orders.

“You can leave that behind,” said X——, point-
ing to my revolver, a Mark VI Webley, which is a
pretty heavy weapon. “It isn’t as if we are going
up by night, and in any case we shall have a guide.
Besides, it’ll be heavy going and we must travel light
when we get beyond that obscene wood. But you’d
better take one of these.” And he handed me a
shrapnel helmet.
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“Also this nose-bag. It’s the new pattern.” 1|
took the canvas bag and slung it over my right
shoulder. It contained one of the new gas muasks
known colloquially as “emus”; they give the wearer
the appearance of a passionate attachment to a
baby’s feeding-bottle. I have heard a blunt soldier
describe them as “slinging your guts outside”;
they certainly do suggest that the wearer has only
remembered at the last moment to take his alimen-
tary canal with him. The bag also contained a
field-dressing and some morphia tablets.

Thus equipped we entered our car, taking two
other officers with us, one of whom beguiled our
journey by telling us a story of a certain divisional
commander and a gas helmet.

[t was a good tale, and some day, with God’s
grace, [ will tell it.

Our car was taking us through undulating country
of chalk and gravel with harebells and yellow toad-
flax still in bloom; the slopes of the downs were
scarped with those traces of primitive husbandry
which in the south of England are known as “lyn-
chets.” The shocks of corn were still bivouacked
among the stubble, but the sheaves were black with
rain. Here and there a solitary peasant was driving
the plough, and the nodding horses left a gleaming
ripple of brown earth behind them. A slight mist
was breaking into diaphanous wreaths under the
morning sun and the air was full of an autumnal
softness. Small parties of men in dust-coloured
uniforms, with low flat heads, projecting ears, and
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under-hung mouths, passed us at intervals. A
peasant paused at his husbandry, and, regarding
them, spat upon the ground. They were German
prisoners.

As we approached F we were caught up into
the tide of war, an interminable procession of moun-
ted men, limbers, lorries, and columns of infantry.
One has the impression of some gigantic power-
house sending out steams of energy and, in that
great current of men, horses, and guns, we lost all
sense of our own identity. And as we mounted the
hill ahead of us where four or five other roads met
our own at acute angles, we could see four or five

processions converging upon our own, the tail of each
procession fading away into the distance and the
mounted men diminishing into small black objects
until it seemed as though all the ant-heaps in the
world were in migration. The nearer we approached
the larger the figures became until they resolved them-
selves into thousands upon thousands of mounted
men, each man carrying panniers of shells on
either side of his saddle, as though the baskets were
huge holsters. And before and behind the horse-
men came and went batteries in column of route,
their teams straining at the traces as the wheels
sank into the mud and their drivers raising their
short whips to the salute as we passed. Upon the
heels of the guns followed huge motor-lorries. The
multitude and variety of heraldic symbols upon the
tail-boards of those lorries told me that nothing less
than an army was on the move, for each division,
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and each supply column within a division, has its
own device. Here was the fish, the butterfly, the
cat within the circle, the greyhound rampant, the
thistle, the shamrock, the three legs, and the inverted
horseshoe. As all these processions converged upon
the cross-roads i1t seemed as if nothing but inextri-
cable confusion awaited us. But at the meeting of
the ways was a road control of the M.P., and the
columns of men and horses and guns writhed in and
out with the rhythm of gun-teams in a musical ride
and so went their appointed ways.

On the sky-line funnels of black smoke uprose
from the earth, expanded into voluminous bouquets,
and then disappeared. They were German 8-inch
shells. As we turned sharply to the left in their
direction we passed our own ‘““heavies,” each within
a stone’s throw of the next, and with not so much as
a fig-leaf to hide their nakedness, firing at a few
paces over our heads—we felt the shock as we passed.

“They might be firing salutes in Hyde Park,” said
the Colonel contemplatively, “for all the trouble they
take to hide their light under a bushel. The fact is
the Hun has given up spotting. His flying men
never come over here for a change of air now. Our
own fellows drop cards on ’em every day, but they
never return the calls. Beastly impolite, I call it.
There’s the wood; let’s get out.”

He pointed to what looked like a row of gibbets on
the sky-line about a mile away—things that looked
like everything but a tree: gaunt, twisted and bare,
and resembling not so much a wood as a scaffolding
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in collapse. To reach it we had to pass on foot
through what had once been a village, but was now
merely a muddy waste with here and there a patch
of brick and stone embedded in the mud. There
was not so much as a gable-end left standing, and 1
saw nothing to convince me that the place had ever
contained a living thing except a woman’s red flannel
petticoat trampled in the mud, a child’s wax doll, and
the leg of a dead German projecting from the wall
of a communication trench. Truly our guns grind
exceeding small.

We entered the wood, and as we entered it, we
seemed to leave all life behind us. Whether it was
one of those tricks of acoustics by which the con-
figuration of the ground or the relative density of the
atmosphere creates a “pocket’” I know not, but once
in that wood we seemed as isolated from all auditory
intercourse as a signaller whose wires are suddenly
cut. And we were quite alone. We knew the guns
were speaking, for behind us we could see orange
flashes of flame and in front of us brooding black
clouds. But in the wood itself there was, or seemed
to be, a deep and sepulchral silence. It was—or
had been—a wood of fir and beech. I recognized
the trees by their trunks as an anatomist might
recognize some extinct mammal by a bone, for these
were mere skeletons of trees to which not one leaf
adhered. Some were cut clean at the base as though
by a woodman’s saw; others were rudely pollarded
at the top; many were shivered as by a blast of light-
ning. It was October, and in the valleys below the
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beeches and poplars were still in full leaf; yet in this
stricken wood not a leaf nor a blade of grass nor

even a patch of moss appeared. Our progress was
slow and painful, for the ground was scooped and
moulded into circular pits of a surprising symmetry,
so close that one could leap from one to the other,
and so deep that they reached to our shoulders as
we stumbled into them. They were shell-holes, and
from each of them as we slid into it there arose
an angry hum, swelling into a diapason as clouds
of large black flies rose in agitation. They rose
from shrapnel helmets, and as they rose I saw that
these helmets, upturned like a pudding-basin, were
full to the brim and dreadful to look upon. The
wood was a shambles: dark crimson masses of pulp
lay on all sides of us, and what at first sight looked
like sea-shells—white concave objects half em-
bedded ‘n the ground, their gleaming surface still
covered with a thin integument of blue and red veins.
They were skulls.

We groped, our way amid an immense litter of
broken rifles, bayonets, kit, pickaxes, spades, gas-
masks, field-dressings, Lewis gun cylinders, Mills
bombs, and cotton wool, with here and there a packet
of cigarettes. A peculiar sickly smell suffused the
wood.

“Fifty thousand dead here, I should think,” said
the Colonel meditatively as we dropped with a
splash into a disused communication trench. “Don’t
lose sight of me whatever you do or we may never
find each other again.” And we wormed our way
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between the sticky walls of the trench, brushing
against ghastly objects and obscene which pro-
truded like the roots of a tree.

The soft porous mud clung to our boots like treacle,
and we were glad when the trench debouched upon
the open ground. Our way to Brigade H.Q. lay
across a slope covered with strands of rusty field
telephones and pitted with shell-holes. As we came
in view of a low ridge, some six feet high, khaki-
clad figures gradually detached themselves from the
brown background and the holes of the Brigade dug-
out appeared.

At about a hundred yards distance from our
objective I was surprised to see a khaki-clad figure
crouching in one of the shell-holes with his rifle in
his left hand and gazing fixedly toward the ridge.
One does not usually do outpost-duty in the rear. As
we came up to him I turned to ask him what he was
doing there, but as I opened my lips to speak I saw
that his body was strangely rigid, the hair under his
helmet thick with flies, and his ears black as ebony.
He was dead.

The brigadier greeted us at the entrance of the
dug-out, where sat a sapper under a tarpaulin with
the receiver of a telephone at his ear and a kitten
between his feet. ‘““You want to get on to Battalion
H.Q.? Right, you’ll want a guide. Here, can
you read a map!” he added, as he turned to a man
wearing the blue and white brassard of the signallers.
“No, zur, but I knows the way.”

I knew that accent, and I turned to look at the
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speaker. He was a well-built youth, with a broad,

ng .
i homely face, honest gray eyes, straw-coloured hair,
3 and a large, good-natured mouth. He carried as his
le, ~' only weapon a long staff about five feet in length.
on 1 You can—you could—see many such as he keeping
ay s sheep in Pewsey Vale. My surmise turned out to
1d d be correct—we came from the same county and
ne from that moment my guide became colloquial.
ki- He was shy at first, which was not surprising, for
he : he was a private and I was a “brass hat.” But that
1g- wore off, as you Shul'l hear. ‘ _
We topped the ridge, the signaller doing a pole-
ar jump and stopping to give me a hand. A sequence
- of H.E. shells were falling again and again in a cloud
in l of earth and black smoke upon a corner of a road
ge. about four hundred yards to our left, while at some-
As i thing the same distance on our right 5.9 “univer-
ras sals” were bursting into low clouds of snow-white
aw fleece. The ground we were crossing was a perfect
his snare of wire, and as I studied my steps I noticed
1y. that the clay in the shell-holes we skirted was black
and the clods newly turned. The Colonel called
the over his shoulder, “Watch me, and do as I do.” g
oh : “There’s a girt big church over there, zur,” our !
ten guide remarked to me confidentially, as he pointed ,
ton g with his staff at a spire peeping out between the 1
an ; trees on a wooded ridge about four miles to our left. !
an 3 “It be a mortal big—" i;
n. 3 There was a sibilant hiss in the air ahead of us.

The Colonel had disappeared. The next moment I L
: saw him lying flat on the earth a few yards in front ,‘
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of me and pulling his helmet, which hitherto he had
carried in his hand like a bucket, over the nape of his
neck. I dropped, and as I heard a dull thud and
the patter of falling stuff all around me I was dis-
agreeably conscious of having the largest spine of all
vertebrate beings. “It be as big as Zaulsbury
Cathedral, zur, I do think.” . . . I looked up
from under my shrapnel helmet as a tortoise looks
out from under its shell and saw the signaller looking
down at me. He had remained upright and had
never moved. I saw the Colonel rising to his feet.
The Colonel now broke into a quick trot. He has a
cool head—incidentally he’s a V.C.—and never
runs without a purpose. What is more, he knows
the whole octave of shell-music and the compass of
all the diabolical instruments that produce its weird
harmonies. Wherefore, when he ran I ran. The
air overhead was now producing the strangest
orchestral effects, in which were blended sounds like
the crack of gigantic whips, the pulsations of enor-
mous wings, the screams of frightened birds, and,
more often than not, a reptilian hiss.

“They do say as Zaulsbury spire be the girtest
spire in Hengland,” continued the signaller imper-
turbably, “parson told I so. . . . It be all
right, zur,” he added after a pause, as he waited
for me to rise again, my attention having been
diverted by the Colonel again prostrating himself like
a Moslem in prayer. The Colonel’s posture was
sacred, but his language was profane. ““He hev only
caught his foot in a wire, zur,” my guide added with-
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out the suspicion of a smile, as I rose to my feet.
“Churches do seem to come natural like to me. My
feyther he be sexton. He be a hancient man and
zays as he hev a buried the whole parish in his time.
The only thing that do worrit 'un is that he won’t
be able to bury hisself when ’a turns up his toes.
He can’t a-bear the idea of being buried by zum-
m’un else. It do make ’'un quite low-spirited at
times. But he be getting childish. He do worry
about my not getting Christian burial out here.
Not that he ain’t a very good feyther to me,” he
added apologetically, “but you see, zur, it be his
profession. But I tell 'un ‘what mun be mun
be’ . . . And anyhow I ain’t dead yet,” he
added cheerfully as a shell hissed overhead. “This
be the communication trench. It be all we ’ave
at present.” He spoke like a host apologizing for
an indifferent hospitality.

It was barely eighteen inches wide, it was not more
than five feet deep, and it was not traversed. It
had been hurriedly thrown up, for we had only just
captured the ground. As I looked over it to my
left I saw four figures marching in a direction par-
allel with our own, but toward our rear. They were
marching over the open ground as steadily as if
they were doing stretcher drill in a training camp.
As they drew nearer I saw that they bore a stretcher
high upon their shoulders; the feet of the patient
were bare except for the white bandages, the loose
ends of which fluttered in the air.

“That poor chap’s got it bad,” said the signaller
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as he drew my attention to the red label. “And
’ere be the walking cases,” he added as men in twos
and threes with white labels depending from their
buttonholes began to squeeze past us, some of them
very pale, and one, whose lips were blue with cyano-
sis and his face livid, muttering with trance-like
repetitions in a kind of soliloquy, “Been buried
three times this morning—three times I been buried
—it’s me chest.”

“That fellow looks pretty bad,” I remarked over
my shoulder to the signaller. I got no answer. 1
looked back. The signaller had dropped behind;
he was loosing the straps and braces of the man with
the blue lips. “They do hinder ’spiratory haction;
it be the fust thing to do, zur,” he said to me a
moment later as he panted after me, lifting his feet
in the mud.

We found the Battalion H.Q. in a dark dug-out.
It had no boarding, merely a few pit-props to hold
up the roof; the floor and the walls were of the earth
earthy. The O.C.,, with three days’ growth of
beard and a huge and indecent hole in his breeches,
sat on an oil-tin studying a trench-map with the aid of
a pungent tallow “dip” stuck in a bottle. My
friend discussed with him the strengthening of the
position; there was talk of strong posts and saps and
how to consolidate.

“Yes, it’s pretty lively just now,” said the O.C. to
us. “I lost ten per cent. of my stretcher-bearers
yesterday.”

I left the O.C. and my friend engaged over the map
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in that dark hole, like two conspirators, and dragged
my feet along the trench, carrying about three
pounds of ochreous mud upon each of them. The
men not on lookout duty were sitting down in the
mud stolidly eating bully beef as though it were an
occupation rather than a meal. But as I elbowed
my way round a traverse I hear the cheerful sound
of animated chatter and loud laughter. The sound
is not so common in the trenches as to be unnotice-
able. It is only in the music-halls that life in the
trenches appears to be ore uproarious farce. That
is a stage convention the imperiousness of which all
soldiers cheerfully acknowledge. It would never do
to allow the civilian to feel depressed.

“He-he-he!” “Haw-Haw-haw. It do do a bloke
good to have the likes of you to talk to,” said one of
these voices. ‘“Whose ’elmet did you say it was,
mate?” chuckled another. “Blimey, if the orficer
'ad a pinched mine, wouldn’t I ’ave copped it?
Not arf! Why I uses mine ter. . . .” (The
speaker lowered his voice to a whisper and I could
not hear the rest.) “Well, so long, young feller,
and thanks for the Woodbines.” As I came round
the traverse I ran into the signaller.

“I hope you and the Colonel ain’t been kep’
waiting, zur. It do cheer the chaps up to talk to
’em a bit and pass the time o’ day.”

It never seemed to occur to him that he ran greater
risks than they. Every day he was in the habit of
crossing the ground between Brigade H.Q. and the
first-line trenches, and everyone knows that, except
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when the enemy are about to attack, such ground is
infinitely more unhealthy than the front line itself.

As 1 rejoined the Colonel at the entrance of the
Battalion dug-out I heard a low droning hum over-
head and instantly every face in the trench was
turned skyward. One of our biplanes was returning
from her reconnaissance, flying straight as a crow.
A number of woolly skeins, black as ink, suddenly
appeared one after the other around her and she
changed her course to a series of giddy spirals, like
a snipe. Every eye followed her. “Time to get
back,” said the Colonel, “we’ll do the whole way
back across the open. It’s quicker. That com-
munication trench was a delusion and a snare. It
doubles the time without halving the risks. We’re
within machine-gun range, of course, but I doubt if
the Hun’ll think it worth while.” And without
another word he clambered out of the trench.

The signaller and I followed. As we gained the
open a small black shell about six inches long fell
vertically and without noise about five yards in
front of me, as the hum of the aéroplane grew more
distinct. “A dud,” said the Colonel dispassion-
ately, “they’ll never hit her,” and we hurried on.

“It do knock the stuffing out of a chap, zur, when
he do see what warfare really is,” ruminated my
guide. “There ain’t much room for pride and vain-
glory out here. And it do seem as though one be-
comes like a little "un again, a hearing of the collects
and the catechism. Them things do kind o’ come
back to one. Every marning as I goes over the top
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of the ndge I thinks o’ them words, ‘Defend us thy
humble servants.””

His speech was good homespun English; he often
spoke dialect but never slang—and between the two
there 1s all the difference in the world. It was a
well of English undefiled in which there were no
impurities. He was an unlettered man and his speech
had no literary quality, but he used naturally and
unaffectedly the diction of the Bible, for it was the
only diction he knew. And there is none better.
There are combes and uplands in Wiltshire in which
men still talk as he talked, and I recognized his
speech and felt as I walked something of the exhilara-
tion of the air off the Wiltshire chalk. Also that
he and 1 were of the same fe

All this time his eyes were 1iways on duty, and now
and again he called to the Colonel, “Bear to the
right, zur”’—*“Mind thuck maze o’ wire, zur.” The
Colonel had a theory, which was largely sound, that
if you have to go through a “strafing” the simplest
and safest plan 1s to get through it as quickly as
possible. He did not fear shells—barring the sig-
naller, I think he is about the most fearless man I
know—but he respected them. His trained ear
seemed to have the most extraordinary acoustic
properties, and to watch him waiting for an 8-inch
shell to burst was like watching a setter point. My
throat was paiched and there was a painful stitch in
my side; also at times I felt as if I had been beaten all
over. I was feeling something of the same fear as I
felt when I first flew over London in a Maurice
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Farman and we occasionally got into a “pocket”
and dropped like a stone only to pull up with a
sudden luxurious security and find ourselves “as
you were.”” It was the same after each explosion;
the feeling of relief was only equalled by the tension
which had preceded it. And always there was an
exultant feeling that we had scored again. It was
absurdly like a game.

Meanwhile the signaller continued to talk, and the
more vigorous the strafing the more anmimated he
became, until I found myself elaborating a theory of
sympathetic connection, which I am sure is totally
devoid of scientific support, between brain-waves
and shell trajectories. As we glanced toward our
right at the churchyard of G where the Hun
shells were busy at their ghoulish task, his talk took
a fresh direction. It was occasionally interrupted,
but never seriously disturbed, by the necessity of
lying flat in the mud, nor was it discountenanced by
the fact that I now rarely returned any answer, my
whole attention being earnestly concentrated on the
Colonel in front whose premonitory symptoms had
an almost hypnotic effect upon me. But the sig-
naller never lost the thread of his discourse.

“ . . . Itdoseem toI as the ancient Britons
were god-fearing men in a manner of speakin’

though parson do call ’em heathens as wor-
shipped graven images. They did some tidy bury-
ing in them barrows up on the Downs, which do
seem a Christian thing to do—1I allers buries a poor

chap if I ’as time and an entrenching tool. . . .
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et” ¥ Do seem to lie easier like,” he added, as we \
E" a ! passed a grave in the open with a wooden cross.
a8 W “T ain’t up in the burial service like feyther, what
on; ! can say it backward, but I do say the Lord’s Prayer
on B as the next best thing. D’you think it matters,
an . zur?”
was ©» But by this time we had gained the ndge and the
comparative security (it was very comparative) of
the § Brigade HQ. Our way back was now clear and our
he I guide’s task was done. He abruptly ceased to
yof § talk and his whole bearing changed. He and I were
ally no longer two wayfaring West-country men but
ves private and officer, and he stood sharply at atten-
out tion. He was quite incapable of presumption.
un Had his friendly musings been designed to beguile
ook my attention from the dangers which beset us
ted, or were they merely the naive speculations of a
7 of mind as simple as it was brave! I shall never
| by know.
my The signaller saluted us and my superior officer
the returned his salute. He stood looking after us,
h_ad holding his stake as though it were a quarter-staff;
sig- the sun fell upon his cheerful, homely face and
glinted on the brass letters of his shoulder straps.
Aar 8  There came into my mind that feeling of perplexed '
kin 8 recognition which sometimes attends the casual !
wor- 8 encounters of life. Surely, I speculated, I had met {
ury= ¥ him somewhere before. And in a flash I remembered o
| 4o ‘l the first book I had ever read. I saw once again the it
poor 28 Hill Difficulty and the Ground of Enchantment, the [
- - = thunderbolt that smote Mr. Not-right, and the
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snares, pits, traps, and gins over which the stout-
hearted guide took the pilgrims with fortifying
discourse. And then I knew that I had met our
signaller before.

His name was Mr. Greatheart.




IX

THE HUSBANDMEN

HE Musketry Inspection Officer of a Home
Command was sitting in his room at Head-
quarters turning over a file of that feuilleton
literature with which the War Office thoughtfully
beguiles the little leisure we have by providing us
with material for light reading. Of the making of
Army Council Instructions there is no end, and
much learning of them hath made many a “brass
hat” mad. The room in which the officer sat was
superbly appointed. It contained a deal table
with an improvised penholder of corrugated brown
paper, a pad of fawn-coloured paper such as grocers
use to wrap up Demerara sugar and the Stationery
Department issues for writing inter-departmental
“chits,” a copy of the Army List, two uncomfort-
able chairs, and a telephone.
The scheme of mural decoration was the harvest of
a dutiful eye. Over the mantelpiece was a diagram
of the Lewis machine-gun, resembling in its struc-
tural complication a naval architect’s plan of a sub-
marine. It was flanked by a list of landscape tar-
gets, a table of the number of men under training
for drafts, a roll of range superintendents, and the
plan of a Solano target. These artistic efforts were
133
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all in black and white, but a touch of colour was
afforded by a map of rifle and field-firing ranges
picked out in violet ink, and a large-scale ordnance
map showing the rifle ranges on a vast tableland
which has been the training ground of troops ever
since primitive man hammered out his arrowheads
of flint and the Roman Legionary practised the
throw of his javelin. On that ordnance map par-
allelograms of yellow marked the location of the
classification ranges with their ““danger areas,”
while similar geometrical designs in drab showed the
field-firing ranges, each range within the parallel-
ogram being marked in blocks.

It was the room of a man whose only distraction
was his work—and a tin of tobacco.

The officer was turning over an A.C.I. as to the
use of drill purpose and emergency rifles, when the
telephone rang at his elbow. He took down the
receiver.

“Who are you?”

“Range-warden of No. 27, sir. I rang up to ask if
I can change from G range to A and B.”

“That’s for the Musketry Officer. Ask him.”

He put back the receiver and resettled himself to
his work when the telephone rang again.

“Damn it!” said the officer wearily, “I might as
well be in R.E. Signals as a staff-officer third grade.
Well, what is it? Who are you? . . . John
Leighfield of Littlecote Farm! I’'m afraid it doesn’t
convey anything to me, Mr. Leighfield.

Farm six hundred acres, do you? I congratulate
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you—l wish I did. . . . Short of labour?
Yes,soam I. . . . Oh!I see. Well, you must
apply to the C.O. of the nearest Depot. He'll supply
you with men; there’s a new Army Council instruc-

tion to that effect. . . . What!? suspend held-
firing for fourteen days! It can’t be done. There’s
a war on. Where are you situated? . . . Lyd-

iard Deverill? Wait a minute.”

He put the receiver on the table and rose and
studied the map. Then he returned to the telephone.

“We'll give you six days. Right oh! Good-
bye.”

He rang off. Then he returned to the map and
stuck a small flag in one of the parallelograms.

The sun was at its meridian and the foreheads of
the toilers of the field, stooping among the bronze-
coloured grain, glistened with sweat. The wheatfield
was bordered with a hedge wreathed with bryony
like a vine, and the field itself was brilliant with a
J pageantry of purples, blues, reds, and golden tints,
; where knapweed, cornflowers, poppies, and yellow
ox-eye gleamed among the yellow stalks. The
grain drooped with a “swan’s neck”—a sure sign
: that the wheat was ripe. Some days before, the
farmer, having anxiously considered the heavens,
had surveyed his ten-acre field and sampled the |
ears of wheat, plucking a stalk here and there, and W
rubbing the grain between the palms of his hands
like two millstones, to test its quality, for he feared
it might be milky in the ear or stained by the recent
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rains. He had found the grain hard and firm; a day
or two more and it would shed itself. The experi-
ment was decisive, and without further hesitation
he had given orders for the field to be “opened” by
hand with the bagging-hook, to cut a track for the
“binder.”

The workers were stooping to their task, each
holding the wheat back and away from him with his
left hand while he cut in with his right. The man
nearest the hedge, a sinewy labourer of middle age,
named Daniel Newth, having progressed a few
yards and left the cut grain standing, now worked
back again, and using his right foot as a lever, he
rolled the wheat into a sheaf. Plucking a few straws
from the sheaf he knotted the ears together, and
using them as a string he tied the sheaf round the
“waist.”” Then he rose to his feet and mopped his
brow with a red handkerchief decorated with large
white spots.

“Time to eat our vittles, neighbours,” he said,
stretching his back. “And I could do with a drap
in my innards—I’'m mortal dry.”

A number of heads rose from among the corn like
hares popping out of their “form”; the women
adjusted their sun-bonnets and shook their skirts;
the men stretched their arms. Among the latter
were three soldiers in regulation shirts, breeches,
and puttees, who, as they stood upright, performed,
by way of easing their muscles, a variety of mili-
tary exercises in which an Army Instructor would
have recognized a satisfactory reproduction of the
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“Rest,” “Bend,” and “Stretch” positions. A mo-
ment later the head of a fourth soldier appeared in
close juxtaposition to that of a girl in a lilac sun-
bonnet. The owner of the sun-bonnet was flushed
with a glow which may have been due to the heat of
the sun, but may also have had a more emotional
origin. A coil of auburn hair had slipped from under
the flap of her bonnet and hung distractingly on the
nape of her white neck, and as she rose she surrep-
titiously put it up.

The little party moved to the shade of an elm
beside the hedge and sat down to their meal. One
of the women produced a bottle of “small beer”—a
cottage brew of nettle, clytes, dandelion, and other
herbs, more cooling than invigorating—and poured
it into a cup. The man who had spoken uncorked
a large jar of yellow earthenware, and handed it to
an old man at his side, who, holding it unsteadily
with both hands, elevated it to a horizontal position
and drank with earnest concentration. The other
men watched him with a look of studied disinterested-
ness. He then wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand, and passed the vessel to his neighbour, the jar
circulating among the members of the group like
a loving cup.

“It be a neighbourly way of drinking—like Holy
Communion,” said the old man, “but I could do
with a half-pint mug. It don’t get no head on it.”

He was an old man of fourscore and upward, and
his years carried with them the prerogatives which
age always commands in a rural community domi-
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nated by oral tradition. His knuckles were shiny
and swollen with rheumatism, his arms brown as a
kippered herring and mottled, and the skin on each
side of his neck hung in loose folds—a chronology of
age as unmistakable as the rings on a cow’s horns.
His blue eyes had a lustreless watery look, and when
he laughed—which he did with difhculty, for his
maxillary muscles had lost their flexibility—the
wrinkles round his eyes were multiplied till they
added another ten years to his face; his nose drooped
toward his chin, and his nut-cracker jaws revealed,
as they parted, a solitary tooth which hung at the
entrance of his mouth like a stalactite in a cavern.
But he was wise with the wisdom of his years, was
learned in a homely meteorology and in agrarian
history, and could tell you the exact year in which
the bagging-hook gave way to the binder and the
scythe to the mowing machine as instruments of
husbandry. He spoke a dialect which was pure
Anglo-Saxon, enriched by the opulent vocabulary
of the Scriptures and the Book of Common Prayer,
although he could neither read nor write. Also he
had that dignity of manner which is the reward of a
placid old age, and of a life spent in the calm, un-
hurried tillage of the soil.

For some minutes the party ate contemplatively
and no one spoke, until the old man’s eye alighted
on the wooden leg of William Tuck, late of the Wilt-
shire Regiment, now discharged under the King’s
Regulations from His Majesty’s Army as perma-
nently disabled.
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“A tidy piece of carpentry, that leg o’ yourn,
William Tuck,” said the old man.

“It be that,” replied William Tuck, contemplating
his anatomy with a feeling of distinction. ““But 1t
be strange at first, very strange it be. D’ye know,
neighbours, when I gets a touch o’ rheumatics in me
thigh I can feel it below the knee in the leg as isn’t
theer.”

They pondered this statement in silence, until the
old man, fixing William Tuck with his eye, put a
question.

“That’s a ghostly leg to have, a ghostly leg it be.
Say, young William, did they give that leg o’ yourn
Christian burial in France?”

“No! they've no time for the likes of that.”

“Then take my word for it, William Tuck,” said
the old man solemnly, “that lonely leg o’ yourn be a
haunting ye. If thee doesn’t write to Government
asking for that mournful leg o’ yourn to be buried
with th’ sacraments of Holy Church, that leg’ll
haunt thee to thy dyingday. Thee’ll have to account
for him at Judgment Day to thy Creator, seeing as
He made thee in his own image.”

At this the whole party stared at William Tuck as
though shocked by his callous want of natural feeling
toward the departed member, and, conscious of their
scrutiny, he attempted to divert the conversation.
“I done my bit anyhow,” he said, with some irrele-
vance, |“which is more than Jacob Fox hev done,”
he added as he caught the eye of that delinquent
fixed upon him with a look of horrified fascination.
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“Shame on ye, William Tuck,” said the old man
magisterially. “How can ye cast stones at that
poor natural? Jacob Fox, tell the folk what the
medical gentleman said to ’ee. Speak the truth,
young feller, and shame the devil.”

Jacob—an anzmic-looking youth who had a way
of moving his hands uncertainly as though they
did not belong to him—now finding himself the centre
of attention, blushed with nervous trepidation. He
had a prominent Adam’s apple in his long neck
which resembled the “bubble” in the clinometer of
a field gun in being a kind of index of his equili-
brium, so that whenever he was about to speak in
company it could be seen to wobble agitatedly
through his skin. When, after some ineffectual
attempts of its owner to swallow it, it returned to
the horizontal, Jacob found speech.

“I went into a room—a girt room as big as Far-
mer Leighfield’s barn, and I zeed a lot of young
fellers there all standing naked wi'out so much as a
fig-leaf between ’em, and I thought as it was the
Judgment Day. And there was a officer gentleman
as was a pinching ’em and feeling em as though they
were fat ewes in a pen on market day and ’e a gwine
to buy ’em. And a soldier called out my name and 1
say: ‘Here, begging your pardon, sir’; and the
officer gentleman says: ‘Jump that form!” and I
jumps ’en. Then he says: ‘Hop on your right
foot’, and I hops. Then he says: ‘Open your
mouth’, and I opens it. And he looks at my teeth
and I says: ‘I be twenty-two, please sir,” seeing
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as I thought he was counting my years of wisdom
in my mouth like a hoss. And he looks at me
with eyes like a sparrer-hawk’s and laughs, and
then he holds a thing like a cider-funnel to my
chest and says: ‘Say Ah’, and I says ‘Ah-h’ so be
as if we were in church, and he listens with his head
on one side to the works of Nature in my innards
as though I was a watch and he wanted to see if |
was still a-going. I felt mortal afeard. 1 do b’lieve,
neighbours,” added Jacob Fox, looking round with
homeless eyes, “as that man could read a body’s
unlawful thoughts like the Almighty—so I tried to
think of the Lord’s Prayer whereby he might not
catch me in carnal meditations.”

“A pious thing to do, and prudent, Jacob,” said
the old man approvingly, “though I never could
mind anything but the ‘Churching of Women’ when
I tries to repeat them holy things.”

“And when I'd got to ‘Thy Kingdom come’ he
took away his weapon and began to tap all the bones
in my chest, one after t’other, same as if he was a
bum-pailiff taking a hinventory, to see if they were
all there. And I says: ‘Begging your pardon, sir,
I might not have the lawful number, seeing as I was
born two months afore I was expected in the world.”

““Aye, that you was, Jacob Fox, I do well remem-
ber it, and a mortal tribulation you was to your poor
mother. It was nigh six months afore she wur
churched.”

“And the medical gentleman says: ‘What’s
that, my man?’—sharp, like that—and I says:
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“Yes, sir, my mother and the neighbours do say that
that was the reason why I get the falling sickness and
am so afflicted in my intellects.” And then he looks
at me hard and questions me. ‘Cross your legs’, he
says, and I crossed ’em and he fetched me a clout
on the knee-cap. Yes, that ah did. Lordy, the
liberties that man did take with my person, neigh-
bours, ye would never believe. And at last he writes
something on a piece of paper and the soldjer with
the stripes says: ‘We shan’t want you, my man’;
and he gives me a paper.”

“And was that all he said, Jacob Fox?”

“Yes, it were. But I did hear him say as I was a
wonderful chap,” Jacob added proudly. ‘“He said
as I was the most half-wittedest fellow as ever he’d
zeed.”

“Aye! that you be,” said the patriarch, looking
round for approval as though this were a compli-
ment paid to the whole parish. “Yes, we do all
know as you be wonderfully half-witted.”

At this they all stared at Jacob Fox with a kind of
communal pride, whereat Jacob blushed con-
fusedly, and, astonished at having held the centre of
the stage so long, retired hurriedly into the wings,
taking refuge behind the broad back of Daniel
Newth, the patriarch’s son, a hale youth of about
fifty-five, who in his father’s opinion was still merely
adolescent.

“It do mind me of Scriptures,” said the old man
reflectively, “this recruiting do. One shall be
taken and t’other shall be left. It do all seem like
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the Last Day, it do. It were never like this before.
I mind how they’d ’list fellers in the old days—the
recruiting sergeant 'ud come round with his cap
full o’ ribbons and talk pleasant like about the won-
derful life a soldjer ’d hev in foreign parts. Lawk-
a-massey! how that feller could talk—like a parson
—aw could make ye feel as proud as Lucifer telling
ye how His Majesty had taken a partic’ler fancy to
ye as a likely young feller to stand before kings and
golden thrones. He got hold of poor Jarge Kibble-
white that way and giv ’en three ribbons of many
colours like Joseph’s coat—poor Jarge as was killed
at the Battle of Alma. That recruiting sergeant
used to come round at hiring-fair, Lady Day and
Michaelmas he come round, and if he’d see a likely
looking young carter with the whipcord plaited
round his hat he’d go up to ’en and charm the soul
out of ’en like witchcraft.”

“D’you remember the Crimea?” asked one of
the soldiers.

“Ah, that I do, young feller. I remember a mint
o’ things afore you was conceived in your mother’s
womb. I be an old man, the oldest man in the
parish, bain’t I, neighbours?”

“Yes, grandf’er, that you be. You be a terribly
ancient old man.”

“Yes, I be. I've a-buried three wives. And
I’ve never once been on the parish. Yes, I do
mind the Crimeer. There was thirteen men went
from this parish and all on ’em passed save one.
It was just after our Tontine club had its ‘break-

T e A
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up,” and we walking two and two with red staves to
the ‘Goat and Compasses.” All of ’em was in the
Wiltshires except Jude Teagle as joined the Holy
Boys, the same regiment as sold their Prayer-Books
for playing-cards, which was a sinful thing to do.
It was a terrible big battle—the Battle of Alma.
I do mind as we had a song at harvest home that
year after we’d carried the last load.

“There’s old Jacky Rooshian
~ And a million o’ men.
And there’s poor John Bull
W+’ dree score and ten.

“I do forget the rest. They shot down our men
like sparrers till we scaled the hill, and then they run
like flocks o’ sheep away from ’em—they do say as
it’s the same now—and Old Boney, who was their
head man, as was brought up to see ’em drive us
into the sea, says, ‘Men, we’re beaten.” And beaten
they was.”

“Why didn’t you do your bit along with them?”
said one of the soldiers mischievously. “You must
have been a tidy young feller,” he added, as he
gazed with a wink of his eye at the bony figure of
the ancient man gnarled, like an old oak.

“Young feller,” said the old man solemnly, “I
was a married man wi’ dree childer, and the
quartern loaf cost a shillin” and more. Hov’d I find
vittles for ’em? There warn’t no separation al-
lowances in those days, there warn’t, and no sol-
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diers’ wives living on the fat of the land an’ love-
childer a-getting it too same as if they was born in
lawful wedlock. No, that there warn’t. But I hev
attested now and be ready to come up when called
upon if the King be so minded.”

At this all four soldiers laughed incredulously.

“It be true, I'll take a gospel oath on it,” said the
old man’s son. “It was when they had bills stuck
up on the school by Lord Derby, calling on His
Majesty’s subjects to attest like men. And afore
we knowed what he was gwine to do, feyther goes
up to squire and says: ‘I be come to attest, sir,
and do my bit against those ungodly men.” And
squire says: ‘You're too old, Jarge, you're an old
ancient man.” And feyther comes home and sits in
chimbly and never a word says ’e to any on us. And
he won’t touch bite or sup, and sits there a-fretting
and won'’t speak to any one, as though he were turned
into a pillar of salt. And we calls in the doctor as
examined him and couldn’t find nothing wrong with
'un, and he says “E’s got summat on his mind.’
And at last he gets it out on ’en, and feyther tells "en
as squire says he be too old and the grasshopper’s
a burden and desire do fail—and feyther says as
he’ll never go out of the house again except veet
voremost, and it ain’t no good hoeing and hedge-
cutting for squire, for if he be too old for a soldjer
‘e be too old for labour at a shillin’ a day, and ’e
don’t want no charity. And squire, when he heerd it,
sent for feyther and—you tell ’em what squire said,
feyther.”
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The old man wiped his forehead with trembling
hands.

“’E said to me, ’e said: ‘Jarge, I made a mistake,
I did. We'll put you in group one hundred and dirty
dree—to be called up if so be required.” And he
give I two shillin’ and nine-pence and said: ‘It’s the
King’s money, Jarge, and I congratulate you.
You’re a credit to the parish and an hexample to the
younger men.’”’

“Aye, that you be, grandf’er,” chorused his
fellow-parishioners.

“Well done, old sport,” said the soldier who had
interrogated him, “we’d sooner have you in the
battalion than any of those cold-footed, conscientious
objectors any day. Lord love me, we would.”

“We would that,” said another. “We’ll make
you our mascot.”

“Mascot,” said the old man, “what be that?”

“Pride o’ the reg’ment,” replied the soldier la-
conically. “We’ve got a bull-dog. 1 guess you’re
one of the same breed.”

The old man ignored the compliment. “This war
be a deep and fearful thing, neighbours,” he said
solemnly. “When I did last hear parson read the
Commination Service I did think of that there Kay-
ser at the Last Day, when the sea gives up its dead,
and all the drownded babes and sucklings and the
women with child and the poor chaps that hev died
in torment a-calling on their mothers do rise up and
point the finger of accusation at ’en and do say:
“Thou art the man!’ I tell ye it do make my old

¢
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bones like water when I think of the wrath of the
Almighty and what He hev in store for that misbe-
gotten man.”

“True, most true, and well-spoken, Jarge. It were
better a mill-stone were hung round that man’s neck,
it were—but ’tis time to put these sheaves up,
sonnies.”

They rose to their feet.

“Now, my lads,” said Daniel Newth tutorially to
the four soldiers, “you just bide a bit and zee how I
does 1t.”

He took two sheaves and embracing one mater-
nally in each arm he stood them upright upon the
soil so as to get the butts about a yard apart. He
then sloped them toward one another so that they
made an isosceles triangle with the ground. This
done he took a second couple and placed them
against the first, but not quite parallel, so that they
stood at an angle to it, stacked together like four
rifles. “It makes ’em stand easier,” he explained,
“and packs the ears better.” This done the shock
was complete.

“Now my lads, ye zees as I've a placed ’em in
fours. That’s so as they’ll get more air and dry
quicker, though the sheaf to the north won’t get
much sun. Some folks shocks em lengthways in
sixes with the ridge running north and south. Well,
that’s to get the best of the sun on ’em and to make
’em stand against the wind better. But they don’t
dry so well that way.”

“It’s like filling sandbags and consolidating,” said




148 GENTLEMEN AT ARM.

one of the soldiers reflectively. “You wouldn’t
think it, mister, but there’s a lot of science in building
a parapet. You've got to fill yer sandbags only
three parts full, beat ’em with yer entrenching-tool,
and then slope 'em so as they are well and truly
laid.”

“Aye, aye, it be the same with thatching. It be
wonderful what a lot of science there is in the works
of man’s hand. There’s a right way and a wrong
with everything.”

As they talked, a burring sound as of a gigantic
insect was heard behind them and two horses ap-
peared driven by a girl in a “smock” and breeches
who sat gracefully in the tiny saddle of a low iron
vehicle. - Below the axle was a row of sharp steel
knives like a shark’s teeth, and at the side of it
“sails” of painted wood revolved like the arms of a
windmill with the progress of the machine and, re-
volving, pressed the wheat on the near side of the
driver against the knives and then carried the cut
grain over the driving-wheel by means of an endless
web of canvas. A curved arm, threaded with twine
like the needle of a sewing-machine, encircled the
bundle of grain, tied it, cut the twine-band, and the
sheaf was then thrown off the machine.

The chariot passed on, leaving a swathe of sheaves
of yellow grain entwined with a garland of lilac
scabious, pink and white convolvulus, scarlet pim-
pernel, poppies, and all the hectic flowers of the corn-
field. A hare bolted from her sanctuary in the di-
minishing wheat and was pursued with shouts of
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Kamerad by the soldiers till she made her escape
through the yarrow in the hedge.

They returned breathless from the pursuit, and
as the machine, which was steadily reducing the
rectangle of the standing grain to smaller and smaller
dimensions, returned, they gazed on it, their atten-
tion divided between its human-like gesticulations
and the girl who drove it.

“Tanks ain’t in 1t with that old windmill,” said one
of them. “It’ll begin to talk next, like a blooming
gramophone.”

“Its a binder,” said the old man; “they came in
in ninety-two. They be mortal clever things and
can do everything but talk. But they don’t bind
as tidy as a man do—they don’t keep the butts
together.”

“There ain’t no flies on that girl,” said another
soldier as he watched this new Persephone gathering
the flowers of the field with the finger-beam of her
docile chariot.

“I don’t hold with ’em,” said the old man du-
biously. “Idon’t mind wenches a-binding sheaves—
it’s like holding a little maid against a woman'’s
bosom and tying her pinafore behind her—and
women can do it tidy. But this driving of hosses—
it’s men’s work. The world’s getting topsy-turvy
with maids a-doing the work of men. It’s against
Nature. ‘Male and Female created He them,’
[ say.”

The day wore on to its close, the shadows of the elm
deepened, and the sun began to sink like a ball of
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fire over the downs. A light breeze flickered among
the stalks of uncut grain and brushed the surface
with an invisible caress so that a ripple passed over
the drooping ears of grain.

“Time to be getting home-along,” said Daniel
Newth.

The toilers rose and straightened themselves.
There was an unmistakable sound of amorous salu-
tation behind one of the shocks of wheat and the girl
in the lilac sun-bonnet emerged, readjusting the
strings, her face a deep crimson. She was followed
by a soldier wearing a look of studied unconscious-
ness. His comrades gazed at the pair with a morti-
fying conviction of lost opportunities.

“They do say as kissing goes by favouring,”
said the old man reflectively.

Five days later the Musketry Inspecting Officer,
sitting in his room at the Headquarters of the Com-
mand, was interrupted by a ring on the telephone.
He took down the receiver.

“Hello! What? Harvesting finished, did you
say? Right oh! We'll open the field-firing range
again.” And he rose and removed a flag from the
map.




X
THE OLD GUARD

“Notre armée avait recuelli les invalides de la grande arméee
et ils mouraient dans nos bras, en nous laissant le souvenir
de leurs caractéres primitifs et singuliers. Ces hommes nous
paraissaient les restes d une race gigantesque qui s'éteignait
homme par homme et pour toujours”—DE VIGNY.

HIS is a plain tale—the tale of a West-

country regiment and how it carried on in

the first three months of the war. It is
the regiment with a hole in its soup-tureen, but Ill
tell that story another day. They went into the
first battle of Ypres with four companies; they
came out of it at the end of twenty-one days with
rather less than two. During those three weeks
they never took their boots off, but one of their
officers believes he once had a wash.

But I must go back a bit. Their transport cast off
her moorings and cleared a certain harbour on
August 14, 1914, at the going down of the sun.
The quays were black with crowds who had come to
wish them God-speed, but as the ship backed away
the drum-fire of cheering which followed them sud-
denly fell to a dead silence, and the spectators held
their breath; the stern of the great ship was within a
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hair’s breadth of crashing into the bows of another.
The Captain ran to the telegraph. At the same
moment a clear tenor voice from among the crowd
of men on deck broke into a song; with the second
note the whole battalion took it up, singing very
softly and in perfect time. The song rolled away
from the ship, echoed against the tall warehouses
on the quay and died away upon the upper reaches of
the river. It was “Tipperary.” The crowd lis-
tened in silence, hanging upon every note; a woman
sobbed hysterically; the waters churned with the
thrash of the propeller, and slowly the transport,
as she answered her helm, described a great arc until
her bows were pointing toward the open sea. She
glided down the river amidst a flutter of handker-
chiefs, and the subdued cheers of people who had
suddenly grown thoughtful. They watched her in
silence as she diminished to the size of a ship’s buoy,
faded into a wreath of smoke, and finally sank below
the red horizon.

Within a week they were at Mons, and on a Sun-
day afternoon under a blazing sun they found them-
selves on the far side of the canal, where they put out
outposts and dug themselves in. As they watched
the white road in front of them, small patrols of men
in field-gray uniforms suddenly appeared upon it
and, not liking the look of them, scuttled back. At
four o’clock a solid mass of the enemy advanced
toward a point which the battalion had carefully
ranged on—to be precise, it was “500”; the battalion
lay very still, each man with his eye on the sights of
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his rifle and his finger on the trigger, looking back
occasionally at the platoon commanders who were
standing up behind them, which is a way platoon
commanders had in those days. There was a shrill
whistle, a crackle of musketry, and, amidst spurts
of dust, the gray mass ahead of them suddenly
dissolved like smoke. The remnant of a German
battalion fell back in disorder, and told a strange
tale of the English “swine-dogs” having massed
some hundred machine-guns on a front of a few hun-
dred yards. The enemy believed that story for
quite a long time, until they discovered that they
were up against the finest marksmen in the world.
After that they were busy, learning many things
—among others not to put their heads up, and that
this wasn’t manceuvres after all. Of the next ten
days they have no very clear recollection, except
that they lost nearly everything except their wits—
their horses and first-line transport having been
badly “strafed” at Le Cateau. They beat all
records in somnambulism, but when the Germans
trod on their toes at Crepy they suddenly showed
themselves most disagreeably wide awake This,
I think, was also on a Sunday, and long after that
the men would bet any odds every Saturday night
on there being quite a big “scrap” the next day.
During those days they led a vagabond life,
quite unlike anything they had ever known in bar-
racks. It was very much to the taste of Private
John Yeoman, the black sheep of the regiment,
whose conduct-sheet covered six pages of flimsy.
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“No guard room, no orderly room, no morning
parade—a bit of allright.” Yeoman has succeeded
where ambitious men of letters have failed; he has
described the Great Retreat in a single sentence.

On the third Sunday, at Tournan, they quite forgot
themselves on parade when the C.O. read out a
Brigade Order, of which they only heard the first
three words: “Armyisadvancing. . . . " The
rest, which does not matter, was inaudible, and
Yeoman threw his cap into the air. He was always
a little premature.

The next thing they knew was that they were
picking up the trail. They followed a hot scent and
pungent—the ashes of the enemy’s bivouacs were
still warm and they stank like dung-heaps. Yeo-
man, who had often incurred extra fatigues and pack-
drill for appearing “dirty on parade,” drew the line
at offal and broken bottles, and he wondered what
kind of enemy it was who could smash a child’s
toys and throw them into the street. There were
other things at which he drew the line; it was near
Fére-en-Tardenois, and the mother who had given
him a glass of vin rouge showed him the body of her
little daughter, with whom the Prussians had done
their worst. Yeoman was a hard nut, but he wept.
He emptied his pockets on to the table and bolted.
They had halted there, and this made him late in
falling in, for which he got “crimed” to the tune
of three days’ F.P. No. 1. He did not think it
worth while to explain.

* During those days they spent most of the time
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dodging in and out of thick beech woods and climb-
ing steep chalk cliffs, driving the Germans—who were
uncommonly strong on the wing—before them like
a line of beaters. They were advanced-guard and
had to feel their way, with the result that they got
into a very hot corner where they were held up by
German wire and badly enfiladed. It was here that
Yeoman lost his pal; having no crape he blacked
the second button of his tunic and made certain
resolutions, which may account for his getting the
D.C.N.—but that comes later.

The sun was very hot and the German dead lay
where they had fallen some days before; and for the
first time he realized the meaning of the words he had
as a boy often heard in the parish church—before
he fell from grace and went “mouching” on the
Sabbath—words about a “corruptible body.” He
began to associate war with beastly smells. Most
of the time he lay very flat on his stomach, clicking
his bolt and emptying the magazine; at intervals he
heard the order “Cease Fire! Advance”; where-
upon he advanced in short rushes and again lay
on his stomach with his cap on the back of his neck
to keep off the sun. He had a most amazing thirst,
and sighed often for a pint of bitter.

It was at this stage that he realized that the wants
of man are really very simple, and although arti-
ficially multiplied by civilization may be reduced to
four:—cover, drink, victuals, and sleep; later, in
Flanders, he found there was a fifth which was
warmth. Women he had always regarded as a
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luxury and unattainable, and on the last sheet of
his Pay-book, opposite his M.O.’s certificate that
his inoculation was complete, and below the words
“IN THE EVENT OF MY DEATH I GIVE THE WHOLE OF
MY PROPERTY AND EFFECTS TO. . . .” hehad
written: ‘“Hannah Honey, whom I hereby appoint
my next-of-kin,” which was magnanimous, seeing
that Hannah had refused him thrice. He some-
times wondered whether she knew about his conduct-
sheet. He did not know that it was Hannah who,
recognizing the tenor voice when he struck up “Tip-
perary” on the transport, had sobbed hysterically,
for, with all his faults, which were manv. he was a
simple soul and had a very poor opin’ { himself
which he felt sure was shared by the wl.ule battalion.

He did not know that his C.0.’s sense of values
was also undergoing a revision, and that just as

Yeoman had discovered that on active service there
were only four wants, so his C.O. had discovered
there were only four virtues—truthfulness, courage,
fortitude, and wunselfishness. All these Yeoman
had, and although he did not know it, there were
some who were beginning to take note of the fact.

On the night of September gth, having run clear

out of ammunition, they withdrew three-quarters of a
mile, and the platoon sergeant called the roll; there

were many who never answered it. Here they

learnt for the first time that there had been a big
battle and, with some astonishment, that they had
been in it. The men themselves called it a “scrap”’;
and as it did not happen to fall on a Sunday they
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stuck stoutly to the opinion that it was a very
minor affair. They were told later that it will be
known to future generations as “The Battle of the
Marne,” but in the battalion it is always referred to
as “the scrap at Montrool.” “The place where
[ got stopped all them days’ pay for losing my
pack” gave it the dignity of history in the opinion
of John Yeoman.

Up to this time the enemy, being in a hurry, had
only got his field-guns in action, and they had
encountered little but shrapnel, which, although
surprisingly indiscriminate and deadly enough, is
nothing like so intimidating as lyddite, and much
cleaner. Most of the men were under the impres-
sion, difficult to explain and hard to eradicate, that
big guns were a private affair between opposing
batteries; as Yeoman put it, “it bain’t ‘warfare,’”
to use heavy guns against infantry. He still cherished
vague ideas that war was like a football match,
and that somewhere in heaven or on earth there
was an umpire who saw that the rules were observed,
although he was fast coming to the conclusion that
the Germans were generally “off-side” and that
occasionally they did a “foul.” But near M .
after they had crossed the Aisne on pontoon rafts,
they were undeceived.

It happened about nine o’clock on Tuesday morn-
ing, while they were waiting in the village in close
formation for our artillery to open fire on a hill
which they had been ordered to attack. A Taube
flew over the heads of the men in the village, and
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just half an hour later the church tower crumpled
up suddenly and men were lying on their backs all
over the street amid blocks of masonry, a cloud of
yellow smoke, and showers of white dust fine as
flour. Yeoman, more fortunate, looked round an-
grily to see who it was had suddenly hit him in the
back. He coughed, wiped his nose, and thrust his
knuckles into his eyes; he saw that he was white as
a miller from head to foot. From that time for-
ward he began to associate war with sights no less
than smells, and equally beastly.

Later on—in Flanders—these assaults on his
senses were multiplied; his ear-drums rattled like a
tambourine, his eyes smarted as though someone
had thrown pepper into them, and his palate tasted
the extremes of pineapple and chlorine, which 1is
rather like almonds. Also his tactile sense was
offended by lice. All this, however, was to come.

The next five minutes gave him a glimpse of hell.
The whole village was tumbling to pieces about him,
and the streets were a shambles. He heard an
order, “File out by companies! No doubling!”
Each company waited its turn with stolid equani-
mity. Later in the day on the hill above the village
they got their own back. Yeoman was better at
making history than at writing it; all he could ever
tell you about the Battle of the Aisne was: “It wur
where I got a punch in the back from a German
gunner bloke dree mile away—hitting below the
belt I calls it.”

For five days afterward they led a woodman’s life
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in a forest where they lived in wigwams made of
faggots and waterproof sheets. When the shrapnel
came whining overhead they made a boit for their
“splinter-proofs,” and lay in the burrows for what
seemed an interminable time, after which first one
head would pop out and then another. The weather
was dry, the soil gravel, and the bracken made good
bedding; later on, in the wet clay of Flanders, they
looked back to those days on the Aisne and 1dealized
them as a blithe pastoral. Here Yeoman set snares
and caught rabbits, which rather raised his reputa-
tion in the battalion. They got to know the Ger-
man ways pretty well—first a salvo, then a dead
pause for five minutes by way of enticing the un-
wary out of their holes, and then five or six salvoes
again, This taught them another lesson, which 1s
that there is such a thing as psychology in war or,
as Yeoman put it, “There bain’t no vlies on Vritz.”
One night when they were standing by for an
attack, the French put up a “strafe” eight miles
away at a place called Soissons, which they knew by
its tall crag of a cathedral tower. There was the
roar as of a thunderstorm in the air and the sky was
one great conflagration so that you could read your
watch by i1t and see the whites of the next man’s
eyes. At this stage they began to realize that the
war was going to be rather a big thing, and that it
might not be over by Christmas after all.

The leaves had hardly begun to change colour on
the beeches when their trenches were taken over by
the French, and they were on the move again for

e S ——




160 GENTLEMEN AT ARMS

an unknown destination away up north. They did
a great trek of 150 miles by way of Abbeville, where
they stopped for the night; a journey chiefly mem-
orable to Yeoman for the fact that there he got into
trouble for being found by a prowling “red cap” in
an estaminet after the hour of 8 r.m. This led to his
being “told off.” The C.O. asked him if he would
take his award, and when Yeoman, who was of an
obliging disposition, said, “Yes, please, sir,” as he
always did on these judicial occasions, he was
astonished to be merely told not to do it again.

“Sorry to disappoint you, my man,” said the C.O.,
with a mysterious smile as Yeoman waited for
something more. “By the way, your platoon
commander says you showed up well at Montreuil.
I suppose you’re one of those fellows who are always
looking for trouble, and so long as the Germans pro-
vide you with it, you’re content for the time being,”
Which was true.

Eleven days after they had left the Aisne they
found themselves in a flat country where not a
beech was to be seen, but pollarded willows grew
thick as nettles. It reminded Yeoman of Sedge-
moor, but he had never seen women in wooden
shoes with towing-ropes round their waists before.
Also the beer was thin as nettle-beer. It was a bad
country for artillery observation, and for infantry
it was heavy going, for the soil was clay and clung to
the soles of your boots like yeast. At Bethune he
gave his coat to a Belgian refugee, and got “crimed”’
for “losing by neglect certain articles of clothing,
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to wit one overcoat.” It was commonly said of
Yeoman—whose father had been a poacher in days
when a West-country labourer was expected by the
gentry to bring up a family of ten on nine shillings a
week—that he did not know the difference between
meum and tuum—which may have been true, for
he never could keep anything of his own if he thought
others were in need of it. He sometimes “pinched”
in the old days, when in the society of his pal, but
he did this largely from an adventurous appetite
for mischief; he never indulged in the meaner form of
larceny, which is solitary theft. Moreover, since he
had seen what the enemy could do, in the way of
loot, he had ceased to take any pleasure in being
light-fingered; he had a vague feeling that fellows
who stole might find themselves doing worse things.
Which in its way was an ethical discovery.

On the first day they took up a position facing
north, but that night they changed it, and in the
morning they found themselves facing the sun.
The division was, as a matter of fact, engaged in
wheeling round with its left, swinging on their right
as on a pivot while masses of French cavalry were
operating ontheirleft flank in an attempt to roll up the
German right. It was the beginning of “the great
sweep,” and their objective was to cut the German
line of retreat on Lille. It failed, as everybody
knows, and from that moment their long thin line,
extending away north up to Ypres, was stretched
to breaking point, for they had no reserves. They
pushed forward and got astride the Estaires-La
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Bassée road; it was the extreme point of their
advance. They were brought up against a wasp’s
nest of a sugar factory full of machine-guns. They
could not see anything to fire at, and they dare not
move to dig. The next morning their left company
suddenly found themselves between two fires; the
Germans had rushed the regiment on their left and
driven it in. They knew this from a survivor who,
covered with clay from foot to head as though he
were a natural feature of the landscape, crawled in a
little later. They had just one platoon in hand
and this they rushed up. It checked the enemy’s
advance, who may have mistaken the platoon for a
battalion. There was nothing theatrical about
the old B.E.F., except that it was always on tour,
but in one respect it was a stage army. It was

always pretending to be bigger than it was.

Yeoman remembered that village as “the place
where I lost my blooming pipe,” which is all he did
remember. He felt rather annoyed about it.

Then came a night which those who survived are
not likely to forget.

But at this point I will let Borlase take up the tale.
After all, Yeoman was in his company and he knew
him better than I did, for Yeoman had poached in
Borlase’s preserves in the old days before he took the
King’s shilling, and he had always had hopes of him.

“The enemy made three attacks that night, be-
ginning at seven in the evening and repeating them-
selves at intervals of about three hours. Their guns




THE OLD GUARD 163

were busy all the time, first shrapnel in bursts of six
or eight, then H.E. 1 was kept pretty busy dodging
the shrapnel as I had to negotiate that street several
times during the night—was adjutant just then—
to get down to the signal office, and send messages to
Brigade Headquarters. I didn’t mind the shrap-
nel; it was the H.E. that troubled me. You know
what a ‘strafe’ with heavies i1s like. You seem to
be taking a long breath between each shell and
you’ve no sooner ceased wondering where the first
1s going to burst than you start wondering about the
next. Also you feel as if the enemy guns had all
got you specially ‘registered’ and were concentrating
on you personally. Which 1s rather egotistical
when you come to think of it. Of course, one gets
over that obsession after a time, and you make up
your mind that some inscrutable Power has long ago
determined that you’re either going to get hit or
you’re not, and that whether you loiter or whether
you hustle i1t’ll all be the same in the end.

“The air above us seemed alive with frightened
birds—first a flutter, then a scream, and then, as
the enemy began to shorten their fuses, we got the
shell-bursts right in the middle of the wvillage
followed by a roaring landslide of falling masonry.
And all along the line stretching right away up to
Ypres the same thing was going on. A brick landed
on my foot from nowhere as though thrown by a foot-
pad. I must have looked like a ghost, for my face
was running with sweat and the white mortar settling
on it formed a sort of plaster-mask.. There were
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hayricks and barns in the village, and as these caught
fire one after the other, each rick glowed like a
thousand red-hot needles. One patch of the street
would be light as day, the next dark as night, and
the ‘walking cases’ rushed the one and then paused
to take breath in the other. Their figures made
monstrous shadows against the wall as they hurried
past. But there was really no cover anywhere,
and along our line every man who moved was a
mark for a German rifle. Looking down the trench
—it was, as a matter of fact, only a shallow furrow—
you could see a row of gleaming bayonets, and oc-
casionally a white face, as a man emptied his maga-
zine and fingered his pouch for another clip. There
was a most infernal orchestra of sound—machine-
guns going like kettle-drums, the buzz, the crack,
and the twang of rifle-bullets like stringed instru-
ments, and at quick intervals the tremendous bass
of the artillery and the crash and roar of falling
houses. The only sound you never heard was a
human voice. 0Odd, isn’t it? The more resolute an
English soldier is, the more silent he seems to be-
come. The men must have had a raging thirst—
you know how dry one’s throat gets at these times—
they had long ago emptied their water-bottles, and
it was impossible for the ration parties to get up.

“It was in one of these journeys that I met
Yeoman. He was coming down from the firing-line,
and when I saw him the lower part of his face was
covered with blood—he looked just as if he’d cut
his throat. As a matter of fact, half his left jaw
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had been shattered and the bullet must have just
missed the jugular vein. I fancy it was a flat-nosed
bullet. His left wrist was shattered, too. He’d been
sent back by his platoon commander. I didn’t
take much notice of him—there were too many other
things to think about.

“I looked in at our First-Aid Station, just beyond
Battalion Headquarters where the M.O., half-dead
with exhaustion, was working by candle-light in
overalls amidst a strange smell of blood, iodoform,
methylated spirit, and hay. It was a big barn; a
row of men were laid out like mummies on the floor
awaiting their turn—some had given up waiting!
—with the soles of their boots upturned. It’s odd
how expressive a pair of feet can be—you heard
very few cries of pain, but I noticed the boots of
more than one man beating together while the rest
of his body lay as still as a statue.

“About an hour later I met Yeoman going up to
the trenches again, his face swathed in bandages.
I asked what on earth he was doing up there, and
hadn’t the M.O. sent him down to a Casualty Clear-
ing Station? I suppose he thought he was going to get
‘crimed’ again for disobeying a lawful command, and
he was horribly apologetic about it. I say horribly
because he spoke thickly like a man who's forgotten
to put his false teeth back. As a matter of fact, all the
teeth on the left side of his jaw had been knocked out.

““Thorry, thir,” he said, ‘but I heard we’d no
rethervth left.

“He went back to the firing-line. He was hit
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twice again that night, but he carried on and only
retired with the rest at four in the morning, when
we were relieved—not much relief about it—by the
K.O.S.B. and went into support. He must have
lost a lot of blood.

“In that one day—or rather night—we had four
officers killed, eleven wounded, and rather more than
three hundred N.C.0.’s and men killed, wounded,
and missing. You know the rest. The long dreary
winter near Richebourg. By the time spring came
there were just fifty men left in the Battalion of
those that embarked on August 14th at Avon-
mouth. The rest were all new drafts. Yeoman?
He got the D.C.M. Also he got a stripe as lance-
corporal, and what is much more extraordinary he
kept it. Eventually he became platoon-sergeant.
His character quite changed—No! it developed.
He found himself. Perhaps he’d never really had a
fair chance before. He’d had a rough time before he
enlisted, poor as a church mouse and as hungry.

“Do you know; C , I've come to the conclusion
that there’s something wrong with our social values
in time of peace. We give a brute who kicks his wife
a fine with the option of a month’s I.H.L., and the
man who pinches a pheasant gets three without any
option at all. Why is it that the law of England
has always been so damned tender to offences against
the person and so ‘shirty’ about offences against
property? Why is it that if 2 man steals a Joaf of
bread he gets ‘crimed,” while if he grinds the faces
of the poor by profiteering he gets—well, knighted for
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a subscription to party funds? My men brought
nothing into the world and it’s quite certain they
took nothing out. The nation gave them a shilling
a day and valued them accordingly, but, my God!
they repaid that shilling—paid it with usury.
They're all dead. Or else they’re maimed and
broken for life. And there was a time before the war
when not a damned potman would serve ’em in
uniform; perhaps it’ll be like that again!

“What is it Kipling says? ‘Oh, it’s Tommy this
and Tommy that, and chuck him out, the brute.’
‘Militarism,” you know! I'm not saying that the
men hadn’t their faults, but you know what a
‘New Model’ the o'd Army became after the Boer
War. There were very few ‘bad hats’ in it, and
even Yeoman wasn’'t a bad sort—in fact, he was
a damned good sort. You know I often think that
there was something wrong with a society which
could offer nothing better to chaps like him than
twelve shillings a week with rheumatism and the
‘Union’ at the end of it (unless he reached seventy
and got a beggarly five bob) and which could give
him nothing better_in the long winter evenings than
the village tap-room. Perhaps that’s why he
poached—and enlisted. It always seemed to me
that he felt life had never given him what he wanted
and had a right to ask, and that he was always look-
ing for something. He found it at last.”

“What? Where?”

“On the Menin ridge. A bullet. He died in my
arms the same night.”




X1

THE BATMAN

S WE turned into the road to Cosham, our
A car met a “W.D.” wagon, and the driver
of the wagon dropped his right hand smartly.

“When I first put this uniform on,” said the
subaltern with a faint reminiscence of Gilbert and
Sullivan, “I was saluted in succession by a police-
man, a commissionaire, a boy-scout, and a member
of the Women’s Emergency Corps. I felt very
embarrassed. What ought I to have done?”

“The first two had probably been soldiers, the
third hoped to be one,” said the Major. “You
should have saluted all three.”

“But what about the girl?”

“Kiss her, of course,” said the Major, gravely.
“A kiss is a salute. There’s scriptural authority
for it.”

“I never thought of that,” said the subaltern wist-
fully.

“What a target!” exclaimed the Major as a
platoon in close formation appeared on the sky-
line. “Tangent-sight at eight hundred—I think.”

“But supposing she boxed my ears?” persisted
the subaltern.

“That’s all right; the penalty for striking an
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officer on active service is DEATH,” replied the
Major. “You could explain that to her. She
can’t have it both ways.”

“By jove! that’s true,” said the subaltern. He
began to look thoughtful.

“That reminds me” . . . said the Major,
meditatively. “Eyes Ricut,” he said suddenly as
he caught sight of the subaltern exchanging glances
with a buxom wench on the left of our car as we shot
past.

“It reminds you,” I prompted.

“Of a batman—a fellow I had in the South African
War. Such a batman! As a rule, if a batman’s
honest he’s not intelligent, and if he’s intelligent he’s
not honest. This fellow was both. He made my
buttons shine like stars, he polished my boots till I

could see my face in them, and he never once forgot
to call me in the morning. When I was sick he nursed

”»

me like a—like a

“Like a woman!” said the subaltern enthusias-
tically.

“Well, yes, like a woman. He made tea that was
neither black as ink nor sweet as syrup. He did not
smoke, neither did he drink. He took as much care
of my horse as he did of me. He never told a lie—
except once. And he never whistled.”

“His name, please!” I said, taking out my pocket-
book. I have had two batmen—one honest, the
other intelligent. I am looking for a third.

“That I can’t tell you. No, I don’t mean I
won’t, I mean I can’t. I don’t know it—I never did.
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I can give you his address, though, if that’s any good.
‘Galveston, Texas,’—at least that’s the post-mark.
D’you think if I knew his name I'd—— But
I'm putting the cart before the horse. Well, I’ll
tell you the story. I had a commission in Trelaw-
ney’s Horse—they gave me a commission in the
regulars afterward—which you may remember was
a well-known unit of irregulars. And a very
hefty lot they were. A very scratch lot, too—
colonials, mining engineers, remittance-men, soldiers
of fortune, and so on. South Africa was swarming
with levies of that kind, each one differing from the
other in arms, kit, formation, and all the rest of it.
They were enough to make an R.T.O.’s hair stand
on end. But, as I say, a hefty body of men and not
one of ’em but knew how to sit a horse as soon as
look at it.

“Well, one day a likely-looking youth with an
American accent you could cut with a knife came
into camp and said he guessed he’d join us. There
wasn’t much attestation red tape about Trelaw-
ney’s Horse; if it comes to that I daresay half of
’em could have been court-martialle