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Map of the battlefield at Loos, late September, 1915, just north of the coal-mining towns of Lens and Loos, Pas de Calais, France.
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On April 6, 1915, in the face of an imminent attack by the enemy, a young French adjutant, Jacques Pericard, seeing that his comrades in the trench were either dead or wounded, cried out: ARISE THE DEAD!
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For James Langridge and May Wigley and all the other ‘ordinary’ men, women and children who suffered and endured through the two World Wars, whose stories are seldom told.
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Lizzie got out of the tour van in front of Le Rutoire Farm from where they could look across the vast, flat plain of the former no-man’sland towards the Lens-La Bassée road to the east, near Loos, Pas de Calais, in north-eastern France.

A dog barked at them from the farm house garden, showing its teeth. The house was new, of course; the old one had been nearly at the Front. From there the communication trenches would have started. The day was sunny, pleasant, although not warm enough for July, tempered by a stiff breeze.

She saw a small brick barn with a steep-pitched roof that looked very old; it would have been sheltered from shells by the original house. Perhaps his eyes had rested on it. There were the remnants of something else, a brick pillar, festooned with ivy; it held the suggestion of a house.

There was no one about, other than the dog and themselves — she and Bob Goode, their guide, and her husband James, along with the few who were remaining behind in the van.

“This way,” Bob said, walking ahead along the dirt lane from the farm towards the Hulluch road, a little to the north. “We shall be walking in your father’s footsteps, more or less, Lizzie.”

She looked about her, scanning the wide open country landscape, flat as far as she could see, with few trees, planted with crops. Going east on the Hulluch road they could see, far to the right, the tall, conical slag heaps, unchanged for decades, from the coal mines at Lens and Loos, and the two towns south of where they were now. Some way ahead and to their left, behind a clump of trees, was the village of Hulluch, which had been held by the Germans. This was the landscape that her father would have seen in 1915, the beauty of it littered with the excrescence of war. All was tidied up now. Yet, as she looked out over the windswept crops, she imagined that she could see, hear and smell something of that vulgarity.

That day she and James, with the five other people on the tour, the two guides, and the van driver, had come from Paris. Later that day they would go on to Ypres in Belgium, where the war had started in the summer of 1914. They had two weeks. Later still, they would go to Passchendaele, then southward along the old Western Front, through Ploegsteert and Neuve Chapelle, back into France. They would continue south, in a wavy line, back past Loos to Vimy Ridge, to Beaumont Hamel where the Newfoundlanders had been wiped out, on to Arras, the Somme, Reims, then all the way down to the Verdun sector and to the St. Mihiel Salient, where the Americans had been in the last two years of the war.

“Between these two landmarks, north and south — the village of Hulluch over there at the north end,” Bob said, pointing east towards Germany, “— and the slag heaps that you see on our right at the south end, close to the town of Loos, was the plain of Loos that we’re starting to walk across now. This is where the battle took place. The Germans called it ‘the corpse field of Loos’ and they were referring to our men, not their own. This is the no-man’s-land, where there was almost no cover from enemy fire, as you can see. It hasn’t changed much.”

“I don’t know why my father came into this war,” Lizzie said. “I wish I knew.”

“I expect he was wondering that when he got here,” James said.

“There was one tree near the British lines, the Lone Tree on trench maps,” Bob said. “It was a flowering cherry. There had been a first-aid dugout near it, for the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment.”

“Yes, I read about it in a regimental history,” she said. Perhaps her wounded father had gone there first. For over ten years she had read about the war, looked at maps, pondered. “The tree was destroyed by a shell on the night of the 25th September, 1915. That was the night that my father came up to the Front, into the firing line.”

“Yes. That was a great loss, because the tree was a landmark,” Bob said. “I expect it was blasted in front of his eyes on that night.”

Beyond the Lens-La Bassée road — the road that they could see now in the distance to the east, running north and south — beyond the deep banks of German barbed wire and the lines of enemy trenches, there had been Stutzpunkt IV, a gun emplacement. That was their impossible objective then. Few had got beyond the Lens-La Bassée road.

Now all was quiet, save for a wind blowing and murmuring among the stalks of wheat that stretched before them as far as the horizon and the line of the blue summer sky.

“This is the St. Mary’s Cemetery, looked after by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission,” Bob Goode said, as they stopped on the Vermelles to Hulluch road. “It’s the site of the St. Mary’s Advanced Dressing Station, the first place that the wounded could go to, or be taken to, nearest to the battle, apart from any first-aid posts. The aid posts were vulnerable to being shelled and knocked out. Your father would have come here, Lizzie, for sure.”

The place was rural and beautiful, planted with a few trees whose branches shifted in the wind.

It was a small, walled cemetery by the road and on the edge of crops. There was a substantial wrought iron gate that one walked through, by a tall white cross of remembrance that bore the words: “Their name liveth for evermore.” On the cross, etched out of the stone and painted gold, was a sword. There was no sound other than the creaking of the gate hinges as they went through it, no traffic on the road.

Did a sword and a cross go together? Lizzie wondered, as they let themselves through the gate into the enclosed space. For did not Jesus Christ say, “Let he who is without sin cast the first stone”?

Her hiking boots crunched on the gravel path as they crossed it to get to the lawn where the grass was very green and neatly trimmed, with no weeds. Birds were twittering in the few trees. Rows of white stones, each one with a rose bush and clump of lavender in front, filled the walled space. Tiny wooden crosses, with poppies of remembrance pinned to them, had been left here and there, stuck in the ground by visitors. In other places Lizzie had read epitaphs that had brought her to tears. “We mourn in silence, unseen” had been one of them. Now she looked for those few words penned by families who had lived over eight decades ago. Time had halted here, she thought; this place held the grief that was timeless.

“The St. Mary’s Advanced Dressing Station on this site would have been underground, dug out,” Bob said. “This was the burial ground then too, of course.”

“Very convenient,” James said.

Were you here, Dad? Lizzie asked the question silently.

The three of them walked along the rows of grave stones, looking at the names and the ages. Most had been between nineteen and twentytwo. In the normal course of events, these young men would have been the fathers and grandfathers of her generation. Now she was old enough to be a mother, or a grandmother, to most of them, petrified in time as they were. Here in this time that was out of joint, she felt something of the maternal mourning that surrounded them.

Those graves that housed the unidentified stated: “A Soldier of the Great War: Known unto God.” Lizzie’s eyes ached with tears as the three of them walked quietly and stood about, feeling like trespassers. At the same time their presence, the living, somehow affirmed that these young men had indeed lived. Here we are; we have come to see you, to bring you something of home. We have crossed an ocean. Here we are; we carry on. We mourn you and miss you; but nonetheless, somehow, we are here, we have found our way to you.

As a still-born baby, named, is affirmed as having lived once, outside the private love and mourning of its mother, so these young men were affirmed again, briefly. They had passed out of living memory. Even the unidentified could be conjured up in the wholeness of their youth. How much better if they had lived out their full span, Lizzie thought as she stood on the pristine grass, looking down at their names, at the roses and the lavender. The gardens were obviously tended carefully by professional gardeners. Here they were, these young men, far from home, in this alien soil, sacrificed by those to whom they had been instrumental and nothing more.

She stood in the wind, in the dappled sunlight, seeing above the low cemetery wall the slag heaps to the south, where there had been coal mines, and the vast plain to the east. It was easy here to believe in ghosts, in unquiet spirits. In the iron-fronted cupboard in the stone gatepost there was a tattered copy of a list of soldiers who were buried there, their names and addresses and the names of their parents, as though the parents were in those places waiting still for their sons to come home.

From there, Bob Goode, James, and Lizzie left the Hulluch road and took a dirt track directly across no-man’s-land, a path made for farm machinery now. A few wild flowers grew beside the track, cornflowers, red poppies, clover, daisies, buttercups, and vetch.

“Look there,” Bob said, pointing. Beside the track was a small pile of rusted shells. “Those are the big ones, full of shrapnel. You can see that most of them are unexploded. These come up with the farm machinery. The farmers pile them there, then the Army comes to pick them up now and then. They blow them up.” On close inspection, they could see two rusty hand grenades among the shells.

“The farmers were brave to farm this land afterwards,” James said.

“Yes. The land was cheap,” Bob said.

Why have I come here? The question again presented itself to Lizzie, daughter of a soldier. Was it to try to make sense of what had happened here, even if that meant to acknowledge that there was no sense to be found? Was it to find a renewed sense of her father? Coming here was an act of respect, an act of remembrance. Her father and those others had come to right a wrong, so they had believed, not knowing what they were getting into. She had come, too, to be close to the spirit of the man she had not known when he was young. For surely something of that young man whose senses had taken in this landscape still lingered here. It lingered in her, if nowhere else.

Yes, I have an affinity with this soil, she thought; the blood of my people was shed here. Their names are on the memorials and on the graves, my family names and the names of my countrymen. Thirtyseven young men with my name were killed here on the Western Front. It is not a common name. They are there, etched in stone, on memorials and in cemeteries.

They walked on, along the rutted track, the three of them, in the footsteps of many men, thinking, asking. They could not yet see the roofs of the houses of Hulluch through the trees that shrouded the village. The landscape speaks to us if we know how to hear it, Lizzie thought.

There is an urge, an obsession, to undo events, as though it were possible to do so — events of such an unnatural and implacable nature, ending in the fait accompli of death, that the one contemplating them is brought to the edge of madness, or into the abyss itself. How far back in human history does one have to go to find the original meaning of the word ‘justice’, that which is right?

“Thou shalt not kill.” Is that far back enough? Is that right?

Bob Goode walked among the crops, picking up little balls of shrapnel, made of lead, brought up by the plough. He knew what to look for, where to look. “There is so much weaponry that it will never come to an end,” he said, as they passed another small pile of rusted shells placed at the roadside by a farmer.

“Here,” he said, tipping ten or so of the heavy, small spheres into Lizzie’s hand. “These are for you, from the Battle of Loos. When the big shells exploded, these things sprayed out. You wouldn’t credit the damage they could do, by just looking at them.”

“Oh, I would, I would. Thank you.”

It had rained in the night and puddles of water lay in the ruts of the track, on the clay soil. Here and there were piles of chalk, dug up by farmers, left by the sides of the tracks.

The Lens-La Bassée road had been covered by the fire of enemy machine guns. Then beyond that road, beyond the old German first line, had been the banks of barbed wire. White clouds now moved with the wind from Hulluch to Loos. Then there had been smoke and chlorine gas.

The men had said then that the machine guns sounded like giant sewing machines. They had said that from a distance the mounds of men who had fallen looked like sleeping sheep in a field at home. She had read those descriptions in anthologies, in the brief outpourings of men of the infantry who had been there, the survivors whose words had seen the light of day decades later. No doubt those few had thought they would be forever silenced.

The wheat gave way to crops of peas and beans, here and there. As the three of them approached the road, larks were singing in the sky, hovering, tiny black dots. Lizzie had not seen larks since she was a child in Sussex. It was surprising that there were any left here because, she thought, larks nested on the ground. Didn’t they?

“The 8th Battalion of the Royal West Kents would have crossed about here,” Bob said, pointing. “Those that got this far.”

A single cyclist moved from left to right, north to south, coming from the direction of La Bassée, then was lost to view, swallowed up by the road.

Lizzie, with Bob and James, walked across the newly surfaced road. There was no other traffic. “The Germans were dug in along that small ridge, so they could look down at the advance,” Bob said. “They had every advantage. They cut the boys down as they came over this road. Way over there was Stutzpunkt 1V, the enemy dug-in heavy artillery, and the final objective for them. Taking that was an impossible task.”

“Yes.”

“The British heavy artillery on the day before, the 25th, which was the bombardment before the first advance, was supposed to breach the wire,” Bob said. “But when the few survivors made it to the wire, on the 26th, they found no holes in it, so of course they couldn’t get through. They tried, God knows they tried. The Germans had come out in the night and repaired any holes.”

“I read about it in a history of the 8th Battalion. The Colonel of the 8th was wounded out here, in front of the wire, on the 26th September,” Lizzie said, looking about her. “He was lying on the battlefield for a long time, because no one could bring him in. The Germans picked him up eventually, when it was safe. Because he was an officer, I suppose.”

“They picked up others as well, treated their wounds.”

They walked on, up a slight incline. “When the reserves came over here, on September 26, my Dad with them, the fields were littered with the dead and dying of the day before,” she said. “My Dad’s lot had been told not to stop to give water to anyone, not to help anyone, just to keep going.”

“Yes, that’s more or less standard,” Bob said.



“I feel sick to think of it.”

“The old German trench was somewhere here, their first line,” Bob said. “The men coming over here on the 25th, the first day of the battle, found it full of German dead, presumably killed by our heavy artillery. There was fierce fighting. A few Germans reoccupied it during the night of the 25th, but most were in another trench behind the barbed wire.”

They climbed slowly up the incline towards the low ridge, a slight elevation scarcely worthy of the name. Where there was now peace and silence, there had once been the screams and cries of the wounded as they waited to die, the crack of rifle fire and the tac-tac of machine guns, then the roar and crash of shells as the advancing men came under enfilading fire. During the night there would have been the unholy commotion of the heavy artillery, the clouds of earth rising up into the air, the craters forming in the earth that a short time before had brought forth crops.

Somewhere here, Lizzie thought, he was hit by shrapnel. He must have walked, or crawled, in agony, to the St. Mary’s Advanced Dressing Station, dripping blood from the clumsily applied first field dressing, getting into whatever cover he could find on the way, the shell holes, the abandoned trenches, listening posts, tunnels for saps. Once in the dubious sanctuary of the dressing station, the medical officer would have dug out the shrapnel, probing through sensitive flesh without anaesthetic, Lizzie imagined. With each jab of the instruments he must have welcomed again the gift of life, even as he cursed in order to bear the pain. With luck, there might have been a tot of rum for him. Luck was in short supply that day.

“What does it all mean?” Lizzie said to Bob, an American who had walked the battlefields for decades, from his teen years, to search out the isolated places where no one else went, where trenches still remained in lonely woods, where no birds sang. That was his passion. Lest we forget.

“There is no meaning, other than what you can see and imagine,” he said. “The extent of your imagination is the extent of its meaning, the extent of the madness of mankind. If your imagination, your intuition, tell you that its only purpose is to kill, to murder, then that is its meaning. It does not have to do with politics or economics; it has to do with the dark pathology of the human mind. The intent is there in the brains of man. One must assume such madness, or go mad oneself.”

Old men killing young men in their millions, she thought. Old men far behind the lines. Old men who rode out on sleek horses, who moved pins about on maps, drank the best wine in chateaux, slept in proper, clean beds, removed from their decisions.

Names of some of those old men came to her: French, Haig, Joffre, Foch, Falkenhayn, Ludendorf, Asquith, the Kaiser, Lloyd George, Kitchener, men who would order the deaths of hundreds of thousands, who now stood as bronze statues in prominent places in cities. Lizzie, steeped in readings and lectures on war, saw the young men killed before they had a chance to mate, to bring forth young. Was that the intention?

They climbed up to where the land met the sky. “Over there, Stutzpunkt 1V,” Bob said. “All this has to do also with the uses and abuses of power. It’s not normal to crave power over others. Power can be perverted, and generally is.”

Lizzie turned to look back over no-man’s-land, over softly waving barley, where shell-holes, craters from saps, trenches, had long ago been filled in. Here the secret soil still cradled bones of young men, those rusting shells, some never exploded as she knew now, the detritus of murder. Once in a while the earth gave up her treasures, as she had seen.

“Your father never saw this view exactly, not from this distance.”

“No.”

They could see over to where the British trenches had been, in front of Le Rutoire Farm to the west. The farm looked tiny now from this distance, as did the small, walled cemetery, with its few trees inside and the tall white cross at its entrance.

So this was where the four regiments, the Royal West Kents, the ‘Buffs’, the East Surreys, the ‘Queens’, came out of the trenches in front of Le Rutoire Farm and the Lone Tree ridge on the 26th September, 1915, at 11a.m.

“Quo fas et gloria ducunt.” That was their motto: “Where duty and glory lead.” Did any man believe it? Duty, perhaps, but not glory. They were there to help the Belgians and the French against tyranny. That must have been why they had joined up, those volunteers of the reserves, who had been cut down like so many stalks of wheat at harvest.

This was where they had come out, up out of the earth, on command, had walked as though on parade, following orders, steadily and in perfect order and discipline. Ten thousand had come out on that morning. Of those, seven thousand and five hundred, thereabouts, had died, been maimed or otherwise wounded, in the space of a few hours. They had achieved nothing of a military nature.

What bitterness.

Lizzie understood the mind of the working man, of the infantry, bearing the weight of his own history upon his shoulders, out of serfdom, bowed down by the ascription of his inferiority by his self-appointed superiors.

In private she would weep.

This was where they had swarmed out, each man of common sense, Lizzie speculated, knowing that their task was impossible and asking: “Why?” Defence, she thought, was one thing, offence quite another. In offence you lose your defence; you lose your men.

[image: images] Facing the wide plain of Loos from higher up, beyond where the thick coils of enemy barbed wire would have been, Lizzie looked out from where he would not have been able to look, taking it in with all her senses. Seed of his seed, bone of his bone, blood of his blood, flesh of his flesh. Against all odds she was here.

Was she here to finish something for him? There had been a compulsion and a longing to come.

For a long time she looked.

It was July, 2004.
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October 1914
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Afterwards, James Langridge could not have said with any precision why he had gone to the army recruiting office that day in Tunbridge Wells, Kent, on the 26th October, 1914, and joined up. He had been sent a notice, but he could have declined even then.

Perhaps it had more to do with the sense that he did not want to lose face with his foreman and the others on the farm where he worked, having mentioned to the man that he was thinking of joining up and had given a tentative two weeks’ notice. Normally he would have had to give at least one month’s notice. These were not normal times. A strange, feverish, excitable fear and indignation seemed to have gripped most people and caused normal common sense to be suspended.

Sometimes one made life-altering decisions for the wrong reasons — he was well aware of all that, decisions that one could not easily get out of, if at all. Yet on he went, as though compelled by a fate that was out of his hands.

Another explanation was that he had been thinking it over during the month of October because several men he knew from the village had joined up. Increasingly it seemed like a good idea: to do his duty by his country’s pact to help Belgium in her hour of need, on the side of right against wrong.

Perhaps it had something to do with the beer that was sloshing about in his stomach when he came out of the Duke of York pub in the town, that it was a half-day off after a period of heavy, back breaking work. Then he felt a familiar discontent, wished fervently for a change in his life, for an adventure. Here was one, staring him in the face, presented to him.

That he could be killed was, of course, a possibility, one that seemed far outweighed by the chances that he would live and the probability that the war would be a mere skirmish, over in three months. If that were the case, he might never actually leave England.

The final impetus came from a poster that was stuck up on a wall near the pub. On the way out it seemed more compelling. “Gallant Little Belgium,” it said, showing a drawing of Belgium personified as a beautiful young woman with flowing garments being picked up with one arm by a demonic looking Hun, on whose lascivious face was the clear intent of ravishment. Implied in this illustration, Jim thought, was the message that the Hun would also ravish English women if only he could get across the channel in sufficient numbers.

Not that Jim believed that; it was clearly propaganda. Yet the truth of the matter was that the Germans were indeed in Belgium, intent on getting through into France, that, as it was now, the small British Army could not hold out in helping the Belgian forces. Even with the realism, tempered with cynicism, that came with his twenty-nine years of maturity, he was moved in some way by the poster. It seemed to appeal to him directly and privately as an individual. That, too, he knew was vanity.

When he left the vicinity of the public house, he walked towards the High Street. If he kept walking he would come to the railway station, near where he had seen the army recruiting office, where he had been instructed in the Notice to report if he intended to go through with it.

A drizzle of rain was coming down, depressing and cold. He turned up the collar of his jacket and pulled his cloth cap down closer to the tips of his ears.

For army purposes he supposed that the work he did on the farm would be considered labouring work; he would be classed by them as a labourer. There was much skill in what he did. It took time to learn about the ways of horses that he had worked with since the age of fourteen: how to care for them, groom them, and treat their illnesses, to harness and drive them, with the plough, the reaper, the hay wagon. It took knowledge and skill to sow and reap, to tend crops while they were growing, to milk cows and to care for them.

As he walked up the slight incline of the High Street, his tread slow while he was thinking, he understood that if he did not have an adventure soon it was likely that he might never have one. Was that a good enough reason? Back and forth his mind went, taking in possibilities and probabilities. No certainties came to mind then. How could one ever be certain about anything like that? It was because people were certain in specific issues, such as whether to fight or not, he suspected, that they went over into madness.

He was short and stocky, strong and muscular, with no excess weight on his frame. His fine dark hair was plastered to his forehead by rain below the cap; his skin was pale, his eyes a clear blue. Aware of himself as outwardly a type, of his rough hands that were the hallmark of a working man, which also helped to define him on the social scale, he knew in himself that no man or woman was ever the same as another. Each one occupied a space that could never be encroached upon by another, the hidden self. Only in deep love could another know that place, partially.

Occasionally, another person looked at you as though they saw you as you really were, as you saw yourself at your best, as they acknowledged your humanity. As a soldier he would be even more of a type, a machine of flesh and blood that could be used as a means to an end.

That week he had mustered up the courage to ask for a pay rise from the foreman, up from the thirteen shillings a week that he was paid for the dawn to dusk work, to be told by the foreman that if he were to be given a rise, someone else would have to be sacked. Usually a fair man, the foreman was not the one who finally decided on the rate.

How could a man marry on that money? Anne Jefferson, training to be a cook in private service, was waiting for him, he sensed, to ask her, but they would live close to starvation if she had a child. They had something of a silent agreement between them, which would be brought out into the open when there was a possibility that it could come to fruition. Anne, fragile looking, fair and sweet, worked in her way as hard as he did. After he had paid his landlady, a widow, for his lodging and his food, he had little left. Always he gave something to his mother, who lived in Penshurst, nearby.

Slowly he walked, head down, mulling it over. The clop clop of horses’ hooves and the trundle of wheels of the delivery vans and carts going by on the High Street served to draw him into the normality of everyday living, divorced from the life that would be his if he joined up. The tedium of much of that life, slow moving and predictable, for the most part, weighed him down. He moved around from job to job among the villages, trying to better his prospects by a shilling or two here and there, keeping his ears open all the time for something better.

Now he gave part of his mind to how he was going to get back to the village of Fernden. To get to the town he had walked part of the way, then got a lift with a carter with his two-horse van. With luck, he would do the same on the way back.

[image: images] At the recruiting office there were a few other young men milling about, mooching up and down in the street, with their hands in their trouser pockets, their caps pulled down, feigning nonchalance. One of them approached Jim as he stood, indecisive, looking up at the building. “They say that, once you’ve taken the ‘King’s shilling,’ you can’t get out of the army. They shoot you for desertion if you try to get out.”

“Is that so?” Jim looked at the other fellow, who was fair haired, thin of face, and intelligent looking, a little taller than himself, strong and weathered.

“Are you going to join up?”

“I’m thinking about it,” Jim said.

“I’ll go in, if you will,” the other said. “They might not take me, since I had TB when I was a kid. You have to have a medical, they do it on the spot.”

“Right you are, mate,” Jim said, dwelling on the depressing words of the farm foreman. Perhaps if he left his job, the ones who were left would get more money, and have to work twice as hard. “What’s your name?”

“Roy Carter.” The other man Jim judged to be younger than he looked, perhaps twenty-five, although there was a hardness about him. Jim took his extended hand. “I’m training to be a gamekeeper, with my father.”

Roy, Jim noted, was carefully dressed in grey wool trousers and a neat black jacket, waistcoat, with a narrow tie and a tie-pin, and a nicely ironed white shirt with a thin blue stripe. A gamekeeper was, after all, a cut above a common labourer, and had to keep up appearances in his Sunday best.

Together they went into a cavernous hall that had once been a ballroom. Jim’s legs felt as though they had a life of their own, divorced from the directives of his brain, as they carried him forward. Several other young men followed along behind them. Recruiting officers in uniform were sitting at tables.

A motley crew of men, mostly in their Sunday best, which was not saying much, stood about in some semblance of queuing in front of the tables. As Jim looked about him he saw that some of the ‘men’ were maybe fourteen or fifteen, while some others looked far too old and tired, as though they had not eaten a square meal for a long time. The majority of them appeared to be between sixteen and twenty-three.

Curiosity drew him in, together with Roy Carter, while he was still nagged by the common sense thought that he ought to get out. It was as though his body had developed a stubbornness of its own. Behind the tables there were screens of wood and fabric, behind which naked men, inadequately screened for privacy, could be glimpsed. There was a smell of damp wool and old sweat.

In due course Jim found himself standing behind a wooden chair that was in front of a table with a recruiting officer at it. Now was the time to flee, yet the presence of the other men in waiting had an inhibiting influence on him. The insignia of the regiment for which the officers were recruiting was displayed on a poster behind the table: “The Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment.”

“I’ll meet you outside, mate,” Roy Carter said to Jim, “if we get through this. We’ll go for a drink.”

Jim fingered the pennies inside his trouser pocket, thinking that perhaps he had just enough money for a half pint of beer. “Right you are, mate.”

“Sit down, man,” the officer said. “Name, please.”

“James Langridge.”

“Did you receive a Notice?”

“Yes, Sir.” He fumbled in his pocket and handed over the piece of paper.

In short order he found himself behind the screens being asked to strip off in front of a medical officer, who fired questions at him. The man measured his chest.

“Thirty eight inches,” he said. “Breathe in as much as you can and hold your breath.” Jim’s chest was measured again. “Forty one inches. Do you have fits, Langridge?”

“No, Sir.”

“You’re A1. Take this form and go back to the Attesting Officer.”

On the table in front of him was a form that would be filled in by the officer, which Jim could read upside down. He saw Short Service (Three years with the Colours) at the head of it. The sick excitement and apprehension that he felt informed him that he could still get up and walk out, yet he remained as though glued to the chair. After giving his name again, his age and address — and noting that the form stated “apparent age” and that he was not asked for a birth certificate, he answered most of the other questions with a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’. His religion was duly noted.

“Can you read and write?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Are you willing to serve for a term of three years, unless war lasts longer than three years?”

“Yes.”

“You are required to swear an oath,” the Attesting Officer informed him. “Please repeat after me: ‘I, James Langridge, swear by Almighty God, that I will be faithful and bear true Allegiance to His Majesty King George the Fifth, his Heirs and Successors, and that I will, as in duty bound, honestly and faithfully defend His Majesty, His Heirs, and Successors, in Person, Crown, and Dignity, against all enemies, and will observe and obey all orders of His Majesty, His Heirs and Successors, and of the Generals and Officers set over me. So help me God.’”

Stumbling a little over the words, his mouth dry as though he had never drunk the beer a short while ago, Jim repeated those put to him. Even with the cynicism that he thought had come to him in his relative maturity, he felt the import of the moment and was moved by it, against his will, as he finally signed his name to the form of Attestation that would commit him to the oath that he had made.

“You will report to Maidstone barracks tomorrow, the 27th October, Langridge, where you will be approved and appointed finally to the Royal West Kent Regiment by the Approving Officer responsible for recruitment there, Captain J. Walter. Is everything clear to you?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”

“Goodbye, and good luck.”

[image: images] Stiffly he walked out into the fresh air and drizzle. A sense of shock held him, something like panic, for he was no longer a free man. With undue haste, it seemed to him, the attestation had been achieved, with hardly time to think before he had to report to Maidstone barracks. It sounded grand, in a way.

“What a lark, mate!” another young man, who had followed him out, said to him. Jim made no reply as he looked around for Roy Carter. Roy was there behind him.

“What about a pint at the Dog and Duck?” Roy asked. “Well, we’ve done it. For good or for evil, as they say.”

“I’ve only got enough coppers for a half,” Jim said. “So they took you on? Even with the TB?”

“I didn’t tell them about it, and they didn’t ask.”

They moved off, up Mount Pleasant, away from the milling men who were undecided about going in to the recruiting office.

“Were you approached by a recruiter?” Roy asked.

“Yes ... about two weeks ago, here. They’re very persistent. I suppose now I’ve joined, he’ll get his two shillings and six pence fee, or anything up to five bob.”

“I’m beginning to think they’re a slimy lot of bastards, those recruiters,” Roy said. “They go after young boys. Don’t give a damn. Encourage them to lie.”

At the pub they sat with their beer and contemplated the deed that they had done, suspecting that it was more momentous than it at first glance appeared. There was comfort in company.

“Perhaps if we’re at the barracks at the same time tomorrow they’ll put us into the same section,” Roy said. “I reckon they’re starting a new battalion with us, the volunteers, at the regiment.”

“I don’t know much about the army,” Jim said, nursing the half pint of beer. “I reckon I’ll be there by about ten.”

“We’ll meet there, then, mate.”

[image: images] When he got to the barracks the next day, in another town, he found the regiment overwhelmed by the numbers of new recruits there, with not enough food, cutlery, or plates to feed them, no uniforms, nowhere for them to sleep, very little essential equipment. Some of the new men had been forced to go into the town and buy their own food, young working men who scarcely had two pennies to rub together, and find lodgings.

Early on, he met up with Roy, and they managed to stay together. They searched out a place to sleep, a way to get food from the barracks kitchen.

Then in the following days they found that they had to march and drill in their own clothes at first. The Army had called for men without being ready to receive them. It was a real eye-opener for Jim, the first intimations of a monumental cock-up, a hint of things to come, which brought with it tinges of apprehension.

Weeks went by. He found himself in a section of twelve men, which included Roy, part of a platoon of fifty men. The men quickly formed friendships, held together by a certain amount of bewilderment and apprehensive excitement, and the shared, close life that each young man had hitherto only experienced with his family. When they eventually had their own places to sleep, Jim found himself next to Frank Boakes in the hut, a pale, thin young man, of common sense and sincerity, with a gentle sense of humour that appealed to him and formed a bond between them. When he was with Frank and Roy, although they were all uncertain, Jim had a sense that he had perhaps done the right thing in joining up.

Still they clung to the idea that this was an adventure, perhaps the greatest adventure of their lives. Very soon they found out that there were no real rifles available then; they were issued with wooden rifles for drilling purposes. Even when they had started musketry training, and the sergeant of his section had introduced then to real rifles, with the words, “This here’s a Lee-Enfield,” the private soldiers had not been issued with their own guns. Jim’s apprehension deepened as he learned to march, to wheel, to turn, to fall-in, to fall-out, to present arms, to slope arms, to run at the double, to dig trenches, to stand-to, to stand down, to stand at ease, to march in battle formation, and to march easy. What became apparent was that his country was nowhere near ready for a war with a country like Germany.

The saving grace was those friendships that he built up with his mates, who were with him night and day, in very close quarters. In a hurry you got to know them in all their facets, and they you.


[image: images] Chapter 3

It dawned on him more clearly that he would be required to kill, not necessarily cleanly with a bullet at a distance, but perhaps close up with a bayonet. Country boys, used to tending the soil and feeding animals, were being turned into murderers. The shouted order “Fix bayonets!” produced a peculiar withdrawal of one’s mental faculties, as all that one had considered civilized was held in abeyance. As he was ordered to run, with rifle and fixed bayonet, at a large sack filled with straw to represent a man, he was required to repeat to himself: “Thrust, twist, pull out; thrust, twist, pull out.” They were required to yell as they approached the enemy, whether to distract themselves from the fact of murder, or to try to frighten the enemy, he was not sure. In any event, he felt stupid doing it.

Yet in a perverse way, as time went on, he also felt proud of having come through so far.

[image: images] He had had about eight months training with the 8th battalion of the Royal West Kents before they were all shipped over to France on the 30th August, 1915. The troop ship, with others, slipped out quietly from the port of Southampton under cover of darkness, to sail to Le Havre. They were escorted by destroyers that had moved into place beside them in the intense dark of the choppy, open sea of the English Channel.

There were the twelve men of his section, under the section sergeant Jack Dawson, men he had come to know and like. There were now forty-eight men in his platoon, under Lieutenant S. Barton, about twenty-eight years old, a quiet, efficient man, whom they all respected. Then there was the section corporal and the lance corporal, of the NCOs. Some of the officers were aloof, walking around with their swagger sticks and their highly polished Sam Browne gun belts.

Not far out of dock, the ship began to roll in the swells, and he and his best mate, Frank Boakes, were soon spewing over the side of the ship, as were others, trying not to be down-wind of one another.

“Want a fag, Jim?” Frank said, the panacea, as they eased themselves down against the railing of the deck, with their kit around them, to rest after a particularly wretched bout of vomiting. The ship was packed, with scarcely any room to lie down, if it were possible to rest. They all wore life jackets, in case the ship was sunk.

“Yeah,” he said. They had difficulty in lighting up, with the wind blowing around them. “Thanks, mate.” The other men packed tightly around them gave them courage as they went into the unknown, with strange smells in their nostrils, the need to sleep, and a sick fear and excitement inside them that had nothing to do with the motion of the ship.

Only a month before their departure had they been issued with real rifles of their own.

The sergeant, a good bloke, moved among them in the darkness like a mother hen rounding up her brood. They could not show any lights. “All right, lads?” he said as he went. What could one say to that? If you were not all right, he was not going to do anything; he was not going to put you off the bloody ship. “Be careful to hide those fags. We don’t want this to look like a bloody light ship.”

The weather was reasonably mild, a warm breeze blowing over the sea, although now and then a small squall of rain would sweep over them.

“When do you reckon we’ll be at the front, Jim?” Frank said, their heads close together. Frank was short and wiry, thin, although muscular and strong, as he was himself. Frank had worked on a farm before joining up. Nonetheless, he always looked pale, as though he had never had enough to eat before he joined up. The sun did nothing to change his colour. Like him, Frank had dark hair and blue eyes, his hair cut in the preferred way, longish on top, with the back and sides very short, with a bit of hair that flopped over the forehead.

“Search me,” Jim said. “They don’t tell us anything, do they? We haven’t had what you could call any proper training yet, have we?” What he meant was that they had not been under fire, did not know what real trench warfare was like. Surely they would not be sent into the front line without any such training. Pretending at home, in pristine trenches, that you were under fire was not the same, when you could even see it as a joke.

“No, we haven’t,” Frank said.

They had drilled and marched, been taught to shoot, been moved from place to place in Kent and Sussex, in billets, in tents, in barracks, to Worthing, Shoreham, Shorncliffe, Blackdown, where others had passed through before them. Now here they were, spewing their guts out, not knowing what was to happen to them. They were told nothing, other than the very next small move.

They disembarked at Le Havre as dawn was coming up. At last, on the dry land of the dock they mustered, hundreds of men, loaded down with kit and rifles, while sergeants and corporals hurried about yelling “Fall in!”

Parties of men were detailed to help unload certain equipment. Every regiment had its own horses and mules, its own artillery, its own field kitchens and supplies. Dog tired, they heaved and shifted things like automatons.

Later, army guides came to show them sheds where they could sleep and the regimental field kitchen cooks got their fires going in their mobile units. “Quick march! March at ease!” Accompanied by the sound of many boots mashing down on tarmac, concrete and cobblestones, they moved back from the immediate vicinity of the docks to an area called Honkville.

Tomorrow they would get on trains. That was the rumour.

Sergeant Jack Dawson, who kept a forbidden diary, wrote in it later, by the light of a candle as he lay on his side in the corner of a dark shed: “We are here on French soil, 31 August, 1915.”

[image: images] Jim and the rest of the 8th battalion, one thousand men in all, following breakfast served from their field kitchens, were marched down the next morning from the sheds and tents to a railway station. “Quick march!”

Their progress was followed by local people, waving and shouting a welcome. At the station there was even a small band playing. For the first time in his life he heard the Marseillaise.
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