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			Other Books by Frank Rockland

		 
			Forging the Weapon

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1914

			 
			Who knew? In the fall of 1914, Canadians had earned a reputation as hard-drinking and poorly disciplined troops. No one expected much from them. Certainly not the British! All they wanted was a sharp salute as the men did what they were told.

			Prime Minister Sir Robert Borden and his Minister of Militia and Defence, Colonel Sam Hughes, had different ideas. Borden had no choice! When England declared war, Canada was automatically at war too. Hughes, however, was eager to get his boys bloodied before the war was over. He would do anything in his power to get the Canadians into the fight.

			As the guns sounded in August, the first contingent gathered at Valcartier. Corps of Guide Captain James Llewellyn had trained for this moment, and he was not about to miss out. Gunner Paul Ryan had volunteered to escape his family and to impress a girl. Nursing Sister Samantha Lonsdale had answered the call because she needed a job, and going to war was an adventure.

			As the months rolled by, it was at Valcartier and Salisbury Plain that they helped forge the Canadian Expeditionary Force into one of the most formidable weapons of the First World War.

			Fire on the Hill 

			 
			What really happened on the night of February 3, 1916, when a fire destroyed the Centre Block of the Canadian Parliament buildings?

			Inspector Andrew MacNutt of the Dominion Police’s Secret Service, his wife Katherine, and Count Jaggi know, since they were there in the reading room when the fire started.

			Ever since the war began, MacNutt has been struggling to secure Canada’s borders against acts of sabotage organized by German military attachés based in New York City. The good news is that the Americans have finally ordered them back to Germany. The bad news is that Berlin has sent one of their best operatives, Count Jaggi, to replace them.

			Using his cover as a Belgian Relief representative, Count Jaggi visits Ottawa, where he meets and is attracted to Katherine, who is helping him organize a local fundraiser.

			Unaware that Inspector MacNutt has intercepted his secret messages and is hot on his trail, Count Jaggi takes a final trip to Ottawa to see Katherine, with tragic consequences.
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			Author’s Note

			Hammering the Blade is a work of fiction. All incidents, dialogue, and characters, with the exception of historical and public figures, are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.

			Where real-life historical or public figures appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogue concerning the person are fictional.

			In all aspects, any resemblance to the living or the dead is entirely coincidental.

			





			

			CHAPTER 1

			JANUARY 4, 1915
ST. LUKE’S GENERAL HOSPITAL, OTTAWA

			Sir Robert Borden could hear Sam Hughes’ voice when he arrived on the third floor of the hospital. The matron who had been given the rather dubious honour of accompanying him frowned at the disturbance, but she didn’t comment as she led the prime minister down the hall to the noise that was emanating from a private room next to the solarium. The solarium was empty, since there were few patients willing at this hour of the morning to take advantage of what was normally a pleasant escape from the demanding hospital staff and what bit of sun was available during the Ottawa winter months. She made a hasty but dignified retreat after she left Sir Robert to fend for himself.

			The door was open, and he could see Sam Hughes sitting up in his bed with two male stenographers sitting in white hospital chairs opposite him. They were scribbling furiously in shorthand as Hughes dictated a response to a letter clutched in his hand.

			“And further notice…” He stopped when he saw the prime minister in the doorway then continued. “Good morning, Prime Minister.”

			“Keeping busy, I see,” Borden remarked.

			“The war effort doesn’t stop for any man,” he replied with a sour grin. He then the ordered the stenographers, “Take a five-minute recess, gentlemen.”

			The men flipped the covers of their pads closed as they rose to their feet and left the room to give the two men some privacy. Borden sat in one of the warm chairs. 

			“So how’s the knee?” Borden asked.

			“It hurts like a son-of-a-bitch,” Hughes replied with a grimace as he rubbed his right knee. It was wrapped in bandages and was raised above the bed. The diagnosis was synovitis. He had banged it when he went home to Lindsay for Christmas. The train had been swaying so much that he had lost his balance and landed on the protruding corner of his berth. He didn’t think much about it, figuring he would simply walk the injury off. The veins that surrounded the knee had become inflamed and had swollen it to twice its size, requiring hospitalization. From what Borden could tell, it didn’t seem to slow Hughes down much.

			“Colonel Carson informed me that he met with you yesterday afternoon?” Hughes stated.

			“He did.”

			“And?”

			“He gave me a very thorough report on the conditions at Salisbury Plain,” replied Borden. Lieutenant-Colonel Wallace Carson had led the advance party to England last October to prepare for the arrival of the Canadian Expeditionary Force. “I didn’t realize what our men had to endure.”

			“The men have been splendid under such conditions. It’s a testament to how well they are maintaining their morale.”

			“True. That is very true.”

			“Are you going to push through the order-in-council for the colonel?” asked Hughes.

			“I’ve been considering it,” Borden replied reluctantly. Borden knew that Hughes was pushing to have his friend appointed as a special representative. 

			“He is a good man. Very reliable. I need someone in England to look after our men. I haven’t been to happy with the way the War Office has been treating our contingent,” Hughes said as he continued to push for Carson, since Borden had not categorically said no.

			“I will support you on this matter,” Borden replied. Borden then took Hughes’ beaming smile away by adding, “I have some concerns, but as long as Colonel Carson’s role does not overlap or duplicate George Perley’s work in London.”

			The current order-in-council draft read that Carson was responsible for supplies and other requirements for the contingent in the UK and at the front. Also, he was to be responsible for the supply depots to ensure that the CEF had what they needed to operate effectively. Some of this fell under the authority of George Perley, the acting Canadian High Commissioner in London.

			Hughes looked pleased and irritated simultaneously. Borden knew why when he said, “I saw the New Year’s list. Some good names were on it.”

			“Yes, they were,” Borden sighed. He knew that it was an opening salvo by Hughes to get on the honour’s list. Hughes was peeved that his colleague had been appointed Knight Commander, order of St. Michael and St. George, which allowed Perley from now on to be addressed as Sir Perley. Borden had made the recommendation, not only because Perley was a close friend and advisor, but because of the tireless and thankless work that he had done as the Acting Canadian High Commissioner in London. Hughes, Borden knew, felt that he was also entitled. If history were any guide, Hughes would not relent until he received the same honour.

			Borden tried to change the subject. “One of the reasons I’ve come is to discuss war supplies, since you couldn’t attend the last Saturday’s council meeting.”

			“I should have been there. Damn knee!” Hughes muttered through clenched teeth. “The troops need those supplies.”

			“I’m well aware of that,” replied Borden. “It’s a question of efficiency. I would like to avoid some of the problems that have occurred due to haste, such as the boot contracts.”

			“The damn boots are fine.”

			“Be that as it may,” Borden said, trying to let it slide, but when he saw Hughes become defensive he hastened to add, “I believe that it was a remarkable achievement to raise 31,000 men, equip them, and send them to England in two months. It is unfortunate that the Imperial government has not seen fit to engage them at the front to date. The latest message we received from the War Office indicated that they will utilize them in February.”

			“It’s about bloody time,” exclaimed Hughes. He had been frustrated that his men had not yet fired a shot in anger. 

			“Yes, of course, but to ensure that our men receive the supplies necessary to prosecute the war, we need to put the contracting and administration of them on a more firm footing.”

			“Exactly!” replied Hughes, excited. “That’s why I’m suggesting to you that a committee of prominent businessmen be engaged for that purpose. They will have the knowledge, experience, and know the preferred methods to obtain the best quality for the lowest price for our men.”

			Borden paused to consider it. “The idea does have some merit.” He rubbed his moustache then shrugged. “I will bring it up at this afternoon’s council meeting and see what the other members of the cabinet think.”

			“By all means,” replied Hughes.

			Borden could see that Hughes didn’t like that idea as he rose to his feet. “Well, I must be off. Is there anything I could get you?” 

			“Yes,” said Hughes as he pointed to his knee with his chin, “a new knee, if you have one to spare.”

			Borden chuckled. “I’m afraid not. I’ve been using mine praying for the safe return of our men.”

			
			PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE, EAST BLOCK, PARLIAMENT HILL, OTTAWA

			
			“Son-of-a-bitch!” Borden swore when he read the telegram marked “secret” that George had sent him from London. It was a good thing, too. If his ministers had been aware of it, the cabinet meeting that he had just come from would have been even more exhausting. He had spent most of his time placating their bruised egos. They had been peeved, and a few were offended by Hughes’ suggestion concerning the war supplies.

			So far, $50 million worth of orders had been placed in Canada, providing work for 300 factories. A British clothing order for $4 million had been awarded to Montreal firms. And more was coming. The difficulty was managing the contracts that were inundating the Department of Militia and Defence. The issues with the boot contracts and others he suspected were only the tip of the iceberg. What was also causing headaches was the lack of coordination with the Imperials. They were under no obligation to inform him of the orders they placed in Canada. This caused snags when the factories couldn’t complete Canadian orders, since they were running full-tilt filling the British ones.

			That was why George’s telegram pissed him off. Hughes had asked his good friend, who he had made an honorary colonel, for assistance with some gun contracts. The problem was the accusations that Allison had been inflating the prices and pocketing the excess profits. It didn’t help, after sending warnings to the War Office, to avoid financial dealings with Allison that Hughes had contradicted him by sending a letter defending the man. It didn’t leave a very good impression with the Imperials concerning him and his government.

			Well, at least he knew where he could find Hughes to give him a tongue-lashing.

			 











			CHAPTER 2

			
			JANUARY 5, 1915 
WEST DOWN NORTH CAMP, SALISBURY PLAIN

			
			“So when do you think we’re going to France?” asked Corporal Downing as he dipped a horseshoe into a bucket of cold water near the anvil.

			“Everyone says it’s going to be soon,” replied Paul Ryan, watching the water steam and hiss as it quenched the hot metal. When the farrier saw that it was sufficiently cool, he pulled it out and went over to the nearby horse. He lifted a heavy hoof and placed the steel on it to check the fit. He gave a dissatisfied grunt as he dropped the leg and returned the shoe to the nearby forge.

			“Yeah, right! Nobody knows shit!” Downing said. His burly arm flexed as he pressed on the bellows to increase the forge’s heat. When the shoe glowed red-hot, he used a pair of tongs to carry it over to the anvil. He gave the steel a couple of blows with a hammer then said, “That should do.”

			He went over to the horse, raised its leg, and placed the hot shoe on the hoof. It sizzled for a moment, and the smell of burnt horse filled the air. The animal remained placid as the farrier pulled some nails from his leather apron then tacked the shoe in place. “He’s done. Next!” the corporal said as he gave the draught a friendly pat. 

			“Some of the rumours making the rounds are that we’re going to Egypt,” said Ryan as he brought a second animal into the tent. Corporal Ryan had been tasked with bringing some of the unit’s horses for Downing to take a look at. 

			“Heard that too. It would be grand. Egypt’s hot and dry. Need a bit of a rest,” remarked Downing as he examined the animal’s legs and then lifted each hoof to inspect them. Just above the man’s head, Ryan could see the “CA” that was branded into the horse’s haunch. Above the animal’s rear there were overcast skies. It hadn’t rained yet, but it probably would. Since their arrival last October at Salisbury Plain, the horses of the CEF had suffered a higher than normal percentage of hoof ailments such as softening of the hoof, lost shoes, abscesses, seedy toe, and thrush. It had been keeping the farriers quite busy.

			“Don’t we all? Everyone’s getting sick and tired of all of this training,” Ryan replied.

			Downing snorted. “Yeah, right. You walked past punishment row?”

			“I did.” Ryan grimaced. About a half dozen men had been tied to a fence, enduring Field Punishment No. 1 for serious infractions; mostly drunkenness on duty or desertion. 

			“If it’s Egypt, it’s a long way from your girl,” stated the corporal.

			“I don’t have a girl!” was Ryan’s quick response.

			“Sure you do,” Downing retorted with a leer. “Didn’t you go to her ma’s place on New Year’s Day?”

			“So did a half-dozen others,” Ryan pointed out.

			“Are you seeing her soon?”

			“Yeah,” Ryan admitted reluctantly, “this afternoon.”

			“There you go. How many others did she invite?”

			“I don’t know,” whispered Ryan. 

			“There you go,” the corporal repeated with a knowing grin.

			
			***

			
			Ryan got out of the truck with packages in his arms. He had showered, and his uniform was freshly washed and pressed. His cap badge and buttons were brightly polished. He squared his shoulders after he opened the gate and made his way to the farmhouse. His arrival had been announced by the barking dogs. A thin white blanket of snow covered flower and vegetable beds.

			“It’s you,” Maggie’s mother snarled when she opened the door. He had been hoping Maggie would get there first. He had met the Thompsons last November when he came over to retrieve a Canadian horse that wondered off and eaten most of her garden. She hadn’t been impressed with him then. She hadn’t softened much since.

			“Is Maggie in?” he asked.

			A frown appeared briefly before she yelled, “Maggie, the Canadian is here.”

			Maggie came into sight from the kitchen. “Ma!” Her tone was an admonishment. 

			“Don’t be impertinent, girl,” her mother retorted. “You’re still not in my good graces.”

			“Yes, Ma,” Maggie replied with chagrin.

			“I brought some maple sugar candy from Canada,” Paul said, offering the package to Mrs. Thompson.

			She softened somewhat. “Take the young man into the sitting room while I get some tea,” she said as she took the packages and headed to the kitchen in the back.

			Maggie led him to the sitting room beside the entrance. The room was plain, with several gold-coloured wing chairs with matching settee arranged around a coal fireplace. There were several pastoral paintings on the walls.

			“Have a seat,” Maggie said, getting the settee so he could sit beside her.

			“Are you sure?” he replied. “Your mom seems to be upset.”

			“She’s been crossed with me since New Year,” she replied. She had invited him and a bunch of other young men to her house for a New Year celebration. “So when are you going to France?”

			“News travels fast,” replied Ryan.

			“It’s to be expected,” she stated then added with a mischievous twinkle, “Some of the other lads have mentioned you’re going soon.”

			Paul knew that he gave himself away when he croaked, “What lads?”

			“Oh,” she replied nonchalantly, “some of the lads from the Newfoundland regiment and few from you lot that have dropped by.”

			That explained some of her mother’s hostility. She would have preferred one of the local lads for her daughter.

			It was at that moment that her mother appeared with a tray holding a Brown Bess teapot and white china cups. Her frown deepened when he saw that he was sitting on the settee, even though there were several inches of clear space between him and Maggie. He could see her examining Maggie’s dress, checking to see that it hadn’t been ruffled by wandering hands.

			She placed the tray on the table and poured the tea. She didn’t show any signs of leaving, especially since there were three cups on the tray. Her presence had put a crimp in his plans. 

			“So what did you do before you joined the army?” Maggie’s mom asked.

			“My dad owns a clothing enterprise in Montreal,” he replied.

			Her eyes brightened. “So he has plenty of coin?”

			“I guess.”

			“Mom!”

			“So you’ll be taking over your father’s concern, eventually,” she continued, ignoring her daughter’s embarrassed outrage.

			Ryan could see the avarice in her eyes. It was something he had seen before, and he knew how to kill it rather effectively. “Not really. It’ll be probably go to my younger brother. I have another a career in mind.”

			“Which is?

			“Writer.”

			“Writer!” Mrs. Thompson said with a start. “Is there much money in that?”

			“Not much, I’m afraid.”

			“Oh.” She couldn’t keep the note of disgust out of her voice.

			Despite Mrs. Thompson’s reaction, he still liked Maggie. He decided to bite the bullet.

			“I was wondering…” he stuttered, “… if … you were free … Saturday evening. There is a new moving picture in Salisbury.”

			Maggie gave him a wry smile, then she glanced at her mother. 

			“Saturday evening?” questioned her mom.

			“Mum, I would really like to go the pictures. Angela will come with us with her lad.”

			“Not without me and Angela’s mom you don’t,” Mrs. Thompson replied tersely. Paul’s heart sank. All he needed was a chaperone.

			
			JANUARY 8, 1915 
LARK HILL, SALISBURY PLAIN

			“So what do you think?” asked Lieutenant-Colonel Currie.

			Captain Llewellyn blinked. The commanding officer of the 2nd Brigade was asking his opinion, and it was taking getting used to. His previous commanders were “this is what you are going to do and you are going to do it my way” types. It seemed that his CO was cut from a different cloth.

			“Captain?” Currie prompted him again.

			“Sorry, sir.” The captain saw, from the corner of his eye, the officer beside him giving him a tense glance. He was amused by the look of disbelief that appeared on the man’s face that changed when he said, “I think it’s a good idea.” 

			“Hmm,” Currie murmured thoughtfully as he looked at the two aperture sights for the Ross rifle that he was holding. He lifted one up to his right eye to peer through it and then the other. 

			“So the suggestion is that we enlarge the aperture to 5/64 inches?” he questioned as he looked around the assembled officers in his command tent. Nearly all the senior officers were in attendance, since the day’s training was cancelled — again! The rain that was streaming off the canvas walls didn’t appear to be slowing down much.

			“That’s correct,” replied Captain Cox, who was seated beside Llewellyn. He was responsible for the armourer section of the brigade. “Enlarging it will help in acquiring the target faster.”

			“But there is a loss in accuracy,” pointed out Captain Henricks, who was sitting across from Llewellyn.

			“That’s true,” conceded Cox reluctantly. “But at the ranges we are talking about, it will be negligible.”

			Currie nodded. “The latest reports indicate that ranges are 100 to 300 yards. The average distance between our trenches and the enemy.”

			Llewellyn was pleased that the colonel was reading the intelligence reports that he had been preparing for the brigade. 

			“How long will it take?” Currie asked.

			A brief look of concern appeared on the captain’s face before he said, “It will take about an hour to enlarge each one. It’s exacting work. If we go full-tilt, it will take us about three weeks to a month.”

			Currie frowned at the news. Llewellyn knew why. There were rumours that Lord Kitchener had finally decided to send the Canadian Division to France in the first week of February, but the official orders had not yet been received. 

			“Can we continue the work if we are sent to the front?”

			“Yes,” the armourer replied quickly to assure his CO. “It’s a relatively simple process. We can adapt them in the field. Still, we’re talking about five thousand rifles, so it will take some time.”

			“I see,” replied Currie as he paused to consider the problem. He nodded slightly when he made a decision. “Okay, proceed with the modifications.”

			“Thank you, sir,” the armourer replied with relief. 

			“Well, now that is out of the way,” said Currie. “Let’s move on to more important matters — baseball.” 

			“Yes, Colonel,” replied Captain Llewellyn. “The men would like to formalize their baseball games. Even start an interunit league between the brigades.”

			“You mean to tell me that the men still have enough energy to play baseball?” Currie queried with a raised eyebrow.

			“Yes,” replied the captain.

			Currie grimaced somewhat as he rubbed his clean-shaven chin. “I don’t know. The men do need some rest and relaxation, I suppose, but I do have some concerns that it does not distract the men from their duties.”

			“The men and the junior officers have assured us that they will ensure the games are arranged off-duty and will not interfere with their training and assigned tasks.”

			“Okay. That will be fine. However, if it interferes with the men’s work, we will need to revisit it.”

			“Thank you, Colonel,” replied Llewellyn. He added with a grimace, “We’re a bit short on baseball equipment.”

			“Good luck finding that in England,” Currie laughed.

			Llewellyn sighed. “I wonder what the quartermaster will say when I put in a request.”

			“Good luck with that,” replied Currie. From his tone Llewellyn surmised he wouldn’t approve the request if it came across his desk.

			“Of course, sir. I was thinking more along the lines of the YMCA. They want to provide wholesome Christian entertainment for the men.”

			“That will be fine,” replied Currie. “Now, concerning Christian entertainment, I’ve been getting a number of notifications of intention of marriage forms sitting on my desk waiting for my approval,” he said as he looked around the officers. Some of the men squirmed in their seats.

			“Yes, Colonel,” remarked the Captain.

			“Please ensure that the form is completed properly before it reaches my office. It seems that some of them are missing the medical officer inspection reports. So far none seem to be in the family way, but I doubt that will last.”

			Currie glanced outside the tent then said, “It seems that the weather is improving. Let’s see if we can get some training in.”

			
			JANUARY 15, 1915 
NO. 2 CANADIAN STATIONARY HOSPITAL, LE TOUQUET

			“I’m afraid that they are not in any condition to answer questions,” Samantha informed the major, who was standing in front of her at the entrance of the medical tent.

			The major glanced over her shoulder at the five men who were lying and sitting on canvas cots. “They seem to be fine,” he remarked.

			“Major,” Samantha replied as she glanced at the Coldstream Guard insignia on his cap badge, “Are you a medical doctor?”

			“No,” he admitted, “but I can tell when men are malingering.”

			“Malingering!” Samantha sputtered. She was tempted to poke the man in the chest with a forefinger, but that would not be politic. “I don’t know what your definition of malingering is, but I don’t think bullet, shrapnel, and bayonet wounds are part of it.”

			“But … but … the prisoners could escape!” the major protested.

			“Not without their pants they won’t,” she retorted.

			“What?” His eyes widened when he finally noticed that the men were dressed in long grey woollen underwear. 

			“And I don’t think that those with a missing arm or leg will get very far,” she added.

			The major, seeing that he wasn’t getting anywhere, finally relented. “Where can I find the senior medical officer?”

			“In the main building,” she said, pointing to the Hotel du Golf. The three-storey red-brick luxury hotel and golf resort was the current home of the No. 2 Canadian Stationary Hospital. “When the doctor gives his permission, you can come back and interview the prisoners.”

			“I will. What is your name?” he demanded.

			“Lieutenant Samantha Lonsdale. Nursing Sister, Canadian Stationary Hospital.”

			The major acknowledged with a nod then turned on his heels and stomped toward the hotel.

			When she turned and faced the five men, she saw, with one exception, that they were staring at her anxiously. They were also watching the reactions of the man with close-cropped blond hair and blue eyes who was sitting up in his cot. Samantha glanced at the man’s left leg, or rather the stump. It was all that remained, and it was covered by a thin grey blanket. He made a comment in German, and the other men relaxed somewhat. They were still anxious, since they were what remained of a German machine-gun unit that the Coldstream Guards had captured during a battle near Cuinchy. About half the current patients in the hospital wards were the results of the decision by the Irish and Coldstream Guards to regain the ground that they had lost to the 2nd Bavarians a few weeks prior.

			The Hague Convention required that they provide the same level of care that they provided to their own men. The Germans were being sheltered in the medical tents after their initial treatment and stabilization to avoid any unpleasantness on the wards. 

			The lack of pants wasn’t a deliberate attempt to keep the prisoners from escaping. Rather, it was the result of basic hospital procedure. The clothes needed to be cleaned before they could be returned to the patients. The Germans had half their clothes in tatters when the medics had cut them away to treat their wounds. Ideally, they would have preferred cutting them along the seams so that they could be mended easily. Getting new uniforms was a bit of a supply problem. Besides, they would rather not give them Canadian uniforms unless it was absolutely necessary.

			“Thank you, Fräulein,” he said in perfect English. 

			“You’re welcome,” she replied. She had been initially surprised that he spoke such good English. He was around her age, twenty-two or twenty-three, and was a junior officer, a lieutenant. He had been rather reticent about his background, only giving his name, Karl Hartmann, and rank.

			When he winced in pain, Samantha asked, “Your leg hurting?”

			“My ankle, actually,” he replied. “The one that is missing.”

			“I’ll check your bandages,” she said. She felt a small butterfly in her stomach when she approached the man. She couldn’t help glancing at the medical tent entrance, where she caught the glimpse of one of the guard’s arms. When Matron Riley requested volunteers to care for them, she had been rather hesitant putting her hand up, especially when no else had. So far she had been pleasantly surprised at how quite civilized they were.

			One of the men on the cot near the black coal-fired stove in the centre of the tent made a remark in German, causing all of them to chuckle. They were silenced quickly when the lieutenant gave them a stern look.

			“What did he say?” Samantha asked. She suspected the comment was about her. 

			“Nothing of importance,” Karl replied quickly, confirming her suspicions. He groaned when the pain hit him harder. “Mein Gott! I heard patients make complaints about the pain when they had lost a leg. I did not believe it was real.”

			“You’re a doctor?” she asked as she checked the bandages around the stump for bleeding.

			He bit his lip. He reluctantly replied, “No, I’m a medical student.”

			“Really?” Samantha blurted. “Why are you in the army?”

			“In Bavaria all the men from seventeen to forty-five are required to serve in the army for two years. If you are in the medical profession, you can serve for one year. Once you have completed your education, you can come back to become a medical officer.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“Is it not the same in your country?” he asked as he watched her work.

			“No, in Canada our soldiers are volunteers,” she replied. The bandage was still white, which indicated that there was no bleeding.

			“That is strange,” he answered. He then asked casually, “Are there many of you in France?”

			“Enough,” she replied as she looked straight into his eyes. She was telling him she knew what he was trying to do. Samantha was about to say not yet, but 31,000 Canadians would be arriving shortly — but then she remembered Captain Llewellyn’s admonishment when she’d let slip similar information to him. Also, there was a possibility of prisoner exchange, so the less he knew, the better. She wondered for a moment how the captain was doing. The last she had seen of him was in December when he was with the advance party preparing for their arrival in France.

			The German smiled. He seemed to be enjoying the little game they were starting to play. “I would like to visit your country after we win the war.”

			“After we win,” she corrected him as she folded the blanket back over his leg stump.

			“Ah yes,” he said. Samantha could tell he was confident that Germany would prevail.

			
			












			CHAPTER 3

			
			JANUARY 23, 1915
GRAND TRUNK CENTRAL TRAIN STATION, OTTAWA

			 
		When Borden saw Laura’s face, he knew her trip had not gone well. She was the last one stepping out of the train car with the vice-regal insignia painted on its side. The two flags with identical royal crests hung limply from the poles bolted to the wooden shell. The train car was named the Alexandra in honour of the dowager Queen Alexandra, the mother of the current king. 

			He felt a certain amount of pride when he viewed the train car. It had been built ten years earlier in his native province of Nova Scotia by the Rhodes, Curry & Company out of Amherst. The chairs and sofas in the rear observation salon were upholstered in royal blue, with matching carpets, and the interior was panelled using Cuban mahogany. In the front of the car there were sleeping berths where one could lie down to rest on long trips.

			Unless she hadn’t gotten any sleep the previous night, she wouldn’t have taken one of the berths. It was only a six-hour ride from Toronto. After he had pleasantries with the duke and duchess, who had descended first, he gave his wife a peck on each cheek. They didn’t have to wait long for the red caps to arrive with the luggage. The governor general and his wife were whisked off to the waiting cars with royal pennants on the front fenders fluttering slightly in the afternoon wind. 

			Their chauffeur drove the car to a stop in front of them once the governor general’s party had left the white stone station’s main entrance. As they settled in the car, he asked, “How was the trip?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied tersely. Laura had gone with the royals to Toronto to attend the annual meeting of the Red Cross Society at Convocation Hall. After the four o’clock meeting there was supposed to be a dinner at the York Club afterward.

			“Did you walk here from the office?” she asked as she touched her flowered hat.

			“Yes,” replied Borden. He had spent most of the morning in his office, only five minutes’ walking distance from the train station. It was directly across from the Château Laurier. 

			He managed to get a great deal done. He also finally made a decision to suspend Sam Hughes’ Examination Board. It had been a rather easy decision to make when during his meeting with Colonel Smith, the man responsible, he found him to be rather useless in explaining its functions. He had to review documents concerning an increase in the pensions for soldiers on active service. White, his finance minister, was becoming quite agitated with the increase in war expenditures. They still hadn’t decided on whether or not to approve a tax on income, which Thomas had proposed as a method to increase revenue. There was resistance from some members of the cabinet, since they felt they might be intruding into provincial jurisdiction. Then he had to deal with middle-men again. Thomas had brought another case to his attention. This time it was about a binocular contract for the militia.

			“How was the train trip back?”

			She made a face. “Comfortable, but the governor general was not in a good mood.”

			“Oh? His speech didn’t go well?” he asked, wondering if he would have to deal with any fallout.

			“Well, enough. But a total waste of my time. I don’t know why I bothered going,” she answered in disgust. “No, it was just that on the way back he kept complaining about the planned trip to the Panama Exhibition.” 

			The Panama Exhibition was a world fair being held in San Francisco to celebrate the completion of the Panama Canal. Borden was sure the organizers were dismayed that war had broken out. They had spent the last three years planning, issuing invitations, and constructing the facilities for the fair.

			“I read the telegram that George sent concerning the fair,” Borden replied. “I replied telling him he was to remain in London until the war is over.”

			“Let’s hope it will be over soon.”

			“So do I,” he replied. “So why was the duke complaining?”

			“He doesn’t want to go.”

			“Sadly, he is the most senior ranking official available,” Borden pointed out.

			“That might be. But the duchess is distraught. She’s worried that he could be kidnapped or assassinated.”

			Borden was about to dispute the duchess’s claims until he recalled the latest intelligence reports from the Dominion Police’s Secret Service. They’d been getting indications that the Germans were recruiting Sikhs and German reservists to sabotage British and Canadian targets. What he couldn’t refute was that they were in this mess because of the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo.

			“Well, at least I have my will done,” Borden jested. It was the wrong thing to say, because Laura became very quiet. He had executed his will last Monday and had sat down with her and explained the provisions he had made to ensure that she was well-taken care of. 

			The war had increased the stress on him and his cabinet. He had to replace several due to illness. The latest was Francis Cochrane, his railway minister, who he might need to replace if he didn’t recover from his illness. Borden had been fighting poor health as well, and the latest news from his sister concerning his mother was not good.

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“Yes, dear,” he replied as he sat back in his seat. His face became somewhat bleak. He was not looking forward to the coming week. His wife wasn’t happy, and he was fairly certain he would be spending much of his valuable time dealing with the governor general and his unwillingness to go to California.

			
			JANUARY 29, 1915
PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE, EAST BLOCK, PARLIAMENT HILL,
 OTTAWA

			
			“Seven hundred thousand dollars wasted!” sputtered Sir Robert Borden in disbelief. “Seven hundred thousand dollars!”

			Major-General Fiset stood rather uncomfortably in front of the prime minister’s desk in the East Block. Borden had a second office in the Centre Block, which he generally used when the House was in session.

			“Oh, sit down!” ordered Borden, pointing to one of the two red floral-patterned wooden chairs in front of his desk. The khaki-uniformed officer removed his cap from under his left arm and placed it in his lap when he took his seat. Borden glanced at the row of ribbons on the man’s left breast. One of them was the DSO, the Distinguished Service Order, for his service as a doctor in the Boer War. He glanced at the medical serpent insignia the forty-year-old from Rimouski had on his collar. While Fiset carried the title of surgeon-general, Borden hadn’t demanded his presence for his medical advice. His private doctor provided him with plenty. No, he had called him because he was the deputy minister of the Militia and Defence department, and he needed to account for the large wastage of taxpayer money.

			“Minister Hazen has informed me about the problems with the Oliver valise equipment,” he said pointedly. 

			He could have waited to have this discussion with Hughes, but he was out in BC, ostensibly on a recruiting drive. The real reason he was on the west coast was to deal with recalcitrant militia commanders. During the last several months, the fear of German naval raiders in the Pacific had dissipated, especially when the British Navy had destroyed most of Germany’s East Asia Naval Squadron at the Falklands last December, so there was no need to keep the militia there on active duty. It was costing the government thousands of dollars. Orders to stand down had been ignored. What the Conservative apparatus in Vancouver was telling him was that Premier McBride was using the militia to bolster the provincial economy, since it was in a recession.

			On the other hand, Borden thought, I probably wouldn’t have gotten a straight answer if he were here. 

			Borden wasn’t giving Fiset any choice in answering his questions concerning the Oliver equipment. If he were a little sharp with Fiset he would be forgiven, since he had spent most of the past week arguing with the governor general about the San Francisco trip. All he knew was that a Dr. Oliver, a Canadian military surgeon, had designed equipment that allowed a soldier to carry sufficient ammunition, clothing, and rations to support himself in the field for twenty-four hours.

			“It’s the weather, Prime Minister,” stated Fiset. “The men have been enduring unusually wet conditions in England. The water has damaged the equipment to the point that the components have been rendered useless.”

			“All of it?”

			“I’m afraid so. All the shoulder braces, backpacks, haversacks, ammunition pouches, waists belts, and the water bottle carrier are made of leather,” Fiset explained.

			“Then it’s a similar situation as the men’s boots,” replied Borden with disgust. 

			“I’m afraid so,” replied Fiset as he played with his cap. He had already briefed Borden on the men’s boots. A new pattern based on the British hobnail boot was being sent to all the manufacturers. Vigorous inspection procedures were being implemented to ensure that the new boots met the specifications and wouldn’t have the same problems the current footwear had encountered. And hopefully put an end to the current political crisis facing his government.

			“If it was such an obvious problem, why were they issued in the first place!” Borden demanded as he stabbed his desk with his forefinger.

			Fiset smoothed the top of his cap as he carefully considered his reply. “The department has been trying to replace that particular pattern for six years now. We had recommended to the minister no new purchases of Oliver equipment, since we wanted to replace it with the Mills pattern web accoutrements. The department had already purchased two thousand Mills pattern sets for the Permanent Force. We had plans to purchase an additional ten thousand sets per year for five years to equip the Active Militia.” 

			Borden leaned back in his chair as he raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Why wasn’t this done?”

			“When we submitted a request for an initial ten thousand units shortly after the minister was appointed, he denied the request. The minister stated that he couldn’t make his way clear to approve this particular pattern. We had a desperate need for five thousand sets for the men, so we put in a purchase order for the Oliver, which he approved.”

			Borden blinked his grey eyes. “He approved the Oliver?”

			“Yes.”

			“Was the Oliver cheaper?”

			Fiset shook his head. “The web equipment was $5.50 per set, while the Oliver was $8.80.”

			Borden clenched his jaw then said, “Just to be clear. The minister paid more for equipment which when touched by water is rendered useless, resulting in repurchasing the same said accoutrements?”

			“The minister has been very clear that he would only approve purchases that would be in his view suitable and from Canadian sources. We have been trying for several years to get Canadian companies to produce the Mills pattern for us. To date our efforts have been in vain. We also haven’t actually received complaints directly from the War Office. It is only the first contingent that is currently replacing the Oliver with webbing.”

			“Damn,” muttered Borden. “So what are the department’s plans for the new units being recruited and trained?”

			Fiset glanced at Borden and said, “There isn’t much we can do until Canadian companies start producing web equipment. We have currently no choice but to continue to use the Oliver in Canada. When we send them to England, it will have to be replaced with Mills. We would like to order webbing from England, but all their production is going to the new armies that Lord Kitchener is recruiting.”

			Borden turned his head and stared through the window at the West Block directly across the large, snow-covered lawn of Parliament Hill. He turned back to Fiset. “I want a full report on this topic and all messages from the War Office concerning this subject as soon as possible.”

			Fiset acknowledged, “Yes, Prime Minister. I’ll have the quartermaster-general prepare a report for your earliest convenience.” 

			As Fiset was rising to his feet, thinking the meeting was done, Borden said, “Speaking of reports, I reviewed a copy of the report on the ammunition supply that was forwarded to the governor general.” 

			Fiset sat back in his chair with a tired sigh. “I wish that I could be more optimistic, but the report is a fairly realistic assessment of our ammunition supply for the next four to eight months.”

			“The deficiencies will be that large?” Borden asked in surprise.

			“I’m afraid so, Prime Minister. Our current estimates indicate that we need 105 million MK VII rounds for the next four months. The fifty thousand men who are currently being trained need about twenty-five million for upkeep and training. The first and second contingents, when the 2nd arrives in England, will need two thousand per man. That totals eighty million .303 rounds. We currently have in stores eighty million, mainly the MK VI. If our projections are correct, and I think they are, that means by April we will be short by seventy-three million rounds for May to August 1915.

			“We are sourcing seven million from other sources. The Dominion Arsenal is currently producing one million rounds per month. By May, we will have only thirty-one million rounds available for all of our forces. That does not take into account the Colt and Vickers machine gun units. They can consume up to twenty to thirty thousand per day, if not more.”

			Borden’s shoulders slumped. “What happens when we run out?”

			“That is something we don’t want to contemplate. We are trying to economize as much as possible. The report doesn’t include the shortages in artillery shells, either,” Fiset pointed out.

			“Yes, I know, I’ve read the reports from the Shell Committee,” replied Borden in a concerned tone. “So the proposed new plant at the Dominion Arsenal will help with the strain?”

			“Yes, Prime Minister. It will take time for that plant to go on stream. Once they get into full production, they are estimating they will be able to produce two million .303s a month.” 

			Fiset gave him a sympathetic look when Borden felt his face turn a little greyer. Borden became more tired at the thought of what might happen if the Canadian contingent didn’t have enough bullets to fire at the enemy.

			
			
			












			CHAPTER 4

			
			FEBRUARY 10, 1915
LARK HILL, SALISBURY PLAIN

			
			“Crap happens,” said Captain Lamb, the commander of the Fusiliers’ 2nd Battalion as rain dripped off the brim of his forge cap. “Remember that?”

			Captain Llewellyn laughed as he lifted the collar of his greatcoat to prevent water from dripping inside. “God, it seems a long time ago.”

			“Yeah, nearly four months since Quebec,” Lamb replied. 

			Llewellyn glanced at the company arrayed behind Lamb. He wasn’t fooled by the men’s nonchalance. He could tell from the slight movement of their hands to their packs and the anxious side glances they gave him that they were hoping he had brought them their marching orders.

			“So the men have a day’s ration then?” Llewellyn asked with a grin.

			Lamb snorted. “They are not likely to let me forget.” 

			Llewellyn recalled the day when the regiment left Valcartier without orders. They had arrived at the Quebec City port nine hours earlier than their scheduled time. All the Fusiliers, except Captain Llewellyn’s company, had arrived without rations. Most of the men went hungry until they boarded the Alaunia.

			He glanced over to Colonel Topham, who was slapping his thigh with his swagger stick as he paced anxiously beside his staff car. It was the lead vehicle in the transport column that carried the battalion’s tents, equipment, and supplies. Behind the motorized vehicles, four companies loaded down with packs were lined up in columns of fours, waiting to start their eight-mile march to Amesbury station. The last of the tents were being taken down and carted over to the last of the horse-drawn G.S. wagons in the column.

			“So why are you here then?” asked Lamb.

			“I just wanted to see you off,” said Llewellyn with a shrug. “We’re following you shortly.”

			“Ah,” replied Lamb with a cocked eyebrow. “That’s what I figured.”

			The captain knew Lamb had read Lieutenant-General Alderson’s orders. It had made it quite clear that he wouldn’t tolerate any unit moving without specific instructions from the Division’s headquarters at the Ye Old Bustard Inn. Any unit that did start marching toward one of the designated entrainment stations without permission would be replaced by one of the 4th Brigade’s units. The 4th Brigade was the Division’s reserve and would remain behind in England. Llewellyn had understood the order. Alderson didn’t want a repetition of what occurred at the port of Quebec. 

			Discipline had improved greatly in the last four months, but there were still problems. Last week in the weekly orders the GOC had a paragraph inserted pertaining to saluting senior officers. The Canadians were not sticklers for that particular convention. A complaint had been received from Lieutenant-General Campbell, the GOC of Southern Command, concerning the lack of respect shown by Canadian soldiers to senior officers on the streets of Salisbury.

			It was two weeks ago that rumours started to fly that the War Office had finally gotten off their asses and decided to send them to France. They were in earnest when all the senior brigade and battalion commanders were called to London. When Currie returned, he had a spring in his step, and he gave his staff a wry smile before calling a meeting to brief them. 

			When the four battalion commanders and their staff crowded into Currie’s command tent, he informed them, “Gentlemen, we’ve been ordered to France.”

			“About bloody time,” said one of the men at the table.

			“Hear! Hear!” exclaimed several others.

			“As you are aware, the 4th Brigade was designated as the reinforcement depot for the Division in mid-December. For the last several weeks they have been moving from the Sling Plantation to the Tidworth Barracks. We will be entraining 18,500 men and five thousand horses for deployment to France.

			“The order of battle will be as follows. The Division’s mounted troops will be comprised of the 1st Cavalry squadron and a cyclist company. The artillery will bring twelve batteries of 18-pounders, one heavy battery of 60-pounders, and an ammunition column. There will be three companies of engineers and one signal company. Also, two Army Service Corps, three field ambulances, and four communications units will join the twelve infantry battalions that are going.”

			“The 4th is not going to be happy,” Llewellyn pointed out.

			“It can’t be helped. Someone has to stay behind,” Currie replied with a shrug, indicating it could have been the 2nd. 

			Llewellyn had little doubt that Currie would have been picked to go. So far he had shown to be the most competent and efficient of the Canadian commanders. The only issue that might have raised some doubt was his lack of combat experience. Lieutenant-Colonel Turner, the commander of the 3rd Brigade, had plenty, with a Victoria Cross to prove it. However, the captain had heard some rumblings about how Turner was managing his brigade.

			“We currently have a draft plan for the entrainment of the Division. Our port of embarkation is Avonmouth on the west coast of England.”

			“Where will we be landing?” asked Major Tennison. He had his pipe out, but it was unlit. 

			“Saint-Nazaire,” replied Currie. 

			“Long way around,” the major remarked. When the other officers looked at him, he answered their questions. “Saint-Nazaire is on the west coast of France. We’ll be a long way from the front.”

			“True, General Alderson would have preferred Le Havre,” Currie added. “The Germans have declared the English Channel a war zone, so all naval traffic is under submarine threat. We’re going the long way around to avoid that. The port of embarkation is not to be discussed with the men. If rumours are spread to the effect it is Le Havre, it would be capital.

			“Based on the current entrainment plan it will take four days and seventy-nine trains to move us. The infantry battalions will be sent via Amesbury, while the artillery is assigned to the Patney and Lavington stations. Bulford station will be used by the mounted units and the field ambulances.

			“I want all the men’s kit inspected and additional supplies ordered. An advance party will be heading for France on the 2nd to prepare the way for us. On the 4th, the king will review the men. 

			“Any questions?” When no one replied, Colonel Currie ordered, “Well, let’s get at it.”

			Colonel Topham stopped pacing when he spotted a motorcycle churning through the mud toward him. The captain watched as the bike slid to a stop in front of him and the rider handed him a piece of paper. He snapped his swagger stick under his arm and then ripped the message open. He broke into a wide smile and enthusiastically barked, “The order has been given. Let’s mount up.”

			Despite the pelting rain, the men were cheerful. Finally, they were going to see some action.

			
			FEBRUARY 12, 1915
SS KINGSTONIAN, BAY OF BISCAY

			
			Paul staggered on the deck of the SS Kingstonian as she plowed through the late-morning heavy seas. They had been only a half-day from Saint-Nazaire when the storm hit. The ship’s captain was forced to turn his ship into the westerly wind, away from the disembarkation port, to prevent the cargo liner from capsizing. The Leyland company vessel was 467 feet long and 54 feet wide and had a 6,456-ton cargo capacity. She had a single funnel amidships and four king posts, two on the bow and two on the stern, that towered over the hatches. Prior to the war she had sailed the Antwerp–New York run. Now she was part of the convoy that was carrying the Canadian Division to France.

			“Start checking the lines,” Corporal Ryan ordered. His squad of ten men had harnesses around their waists, which were clipped to ropes strung on the wooden deck. They nervously tugged on them, checking that they were secure.

			“Right,” replied Paul’s friend Reggie, who had transferred back from the Remount Depot just a week prior to embarkation. Paul was sure he was currently regretting his decision, since his face was pale as he led half the men to the port side. The other half remained with him, with Corporal Edwards as the squad leader. 

			They needed to check the ropes and chains that held the horse stalls locked to the deck. The stresses of the ship as it pounded the waves caused the fasteners to loosen. In heavy seas, it posed a danger to the ship, its crew, passengers, and cargo.

			Seasickness had hit the men hard. Most of them had expected a smooth trip, similar to their sailing of the North Atlantic last October to England. No such luck. The medics had tried their best, but they quickly ran out of seasickness serum.

			The Bay of Biscay off the west coast of France was pleasant enough, with the occasional rough seas during the summer months, but it was notorious for bad winter storms like the one they were trapped in. They were among the last of the thirty-vessel fleet transporting the Canadian Division to France. They had lost sight of the other ships when they turned into the wind.

			Things even out, Paul thought as he tugged on a cable, testing its tautness. When they had left Salisbury Plain, each battalion had marched the eight miles to Amesbury, where they had boarded a train. No one had known which port they were being shipped to. Most had been betting on Southampton, since it was the shortest route to France. Instead, they arrived at Avonmouth on the west coast of England. Boarding the ship had gone rather smoothly. They had a few hiccups, but nothing like the chaos that had reigned at Quebec City. The entire unit’s guns, limbers, wagons, and horses were aboard this ship, so when they disembarked they could quickly be ready for action.

			He checked to make sure his squad was still on the deck. He didn’t bother trying to yell, since his voice wouldn’t have carried far in the crashing waves, the howling winds, and the whimpering of frightened horses. He wondered who was more afraid, him or them. The horses had exhausted themselves during the first hour that the storm had hit. Now they lay listless in the stalls.

			When the bow of the ship smashed down on a wave, a cable snapped. The first he knew of it was when one of his men disappeared. When he checked to see whether the man’s harness had

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			 
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		 



			
			
			The story continues in

Sharpening the Blade

	 


			 
			In 1916 the Canadians’ rough edges were being honed off.

			First, in February, there is the tragic loss of the Parliament Buildings’ Centre Block by a suspicious fire. Then, in May, Lieutenant-General Alderson’s leaked memo damning the Ross Rifle ignites a political firestorm. After the Canadian Corps’ disaster at St. Eloi Carters, it doesn’t take long for Major-General Sam Hughes to replace Alderson with Lieutenant-General Julian Byng. Within days, the Corps is struck by a devastating blow at Mount Sorrel. In October, Sir Robert Borden tires of crossing swords with his mercurial minister of Militia and Defence issues a do what you are told ultimatum! A defiant Hughes quits.

			At the sharp end, Major Llewellyn and his men continue to learn the use of the hand grenade, the rifle, and the bayonet as they are grounded in the terrible carnage at St. Eloi, Mount Sorrel, and the maw of the Somme. Gunner Paul Ryan will have to live with the tragic mistake as his shells decimate his own countrymen. Matron Samantha Lonsdale continues to use all her skills to put back the pieces of men torn apart by devastating new weapons. In the fall, Lonsdale is sent to Russia, where she is soon plunged into the Russian Revolution.

			By the year’s end, they have been sharpened to a razor’s edge.

			
			For latest news and updates visit

			www.sambiasebooks.ca
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