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Author’s Foreword and Acknowledgements

The history of 1914 is not so much the story of a war as of an army.

It is hard to pin down the spirit of 1914, for the spirit and attitudes of the men who were actually doing the fighting were strikingly different from the attitudes of the civilians and those who were flocking to the colours at home and around the Empire. Their War, their blooding and their disillusionment were yet to come. Brooke, Grenfell, Owen, Sassoon, Hodgson, made no secret of their idealism (and how soon it changed with the experience of war!) and it is difficult for succeeding generations to identify with their extraordinary view of war as a purification, their strange resignation to dying, their passive embracement of fate, their unquestioning acceptance. The questioning and the bitterness were born later, in the stultifying horrors of trench warfare.

For the soldiers of 1914 it was different. Kitchener’s Army was proud of its amateurism, but the regular soldiers of the old British Army took pride in their bold professional skills – and they were professionals to the marrow. The nickname ‘Old Contemptibles’ which they so good-humouredly adopted does not appear in these pages. (In any event, the Kaiser was referring to the size of the British Expeditionary Force, and not to its quality.) If Kitchener’s Army of volunteers was prepared to fight and possibly die because it was their duty, the officers and men of 1914 were prepared to fight and die simply because it was their job.

My thanks as always must go first and foremost to the old soldiers who have taken the trouble to recall those times and to talk and write about their experiences. Only some of them are directly quoted; the recollections of many, many more are incorporated in the text and they will recognise the tales and the details they have supplied which have helped so enormously in the task not only of writing about their war and their experiences, but also of setting them in the context of their world and the times they lived in ‘the day before yesterday’. It is almost – but not quite yet – part of history, for many people who were young at the beginning of this momentous twentieth century are still alive. Some centuries from now, in purely historical terms, we will all be seen as contemporaries, and their history will come to be regarded as part of ours, as indeed it is.

Only yesterday (at the time of writing) one old soldier* (a volunteer) remarked to me: ‘We thought we were fighting the War to end Wars.’ Well, perhaps, in a sense, they were, for the profound effect of their experiences on succeeding generations has surely been a powerful force for peace, even if it has not precisely been ‘Peace in our time’ so much as peace some time. Of course, that can only be a matter of opinion. What is undeniable is the continuing and, indeed, growing interest in the First World War. People – and especially young people – still flock to those old battlefields of the Western Front, visit the cemeteries, tramp the trenchlines, ponder, remember and, in a sense, still mourn – long after the generation of parents and grandparents, and even brothers and sisters, who had first-hand reasons for mourning has itself ‘faded away’. And they still ask ‘Why?’

I would be the last to try to claim that this book comes anywhere near supplying an answer to a question which has exercised the minds of countless historians of infinitely greater skill and profundity than I. But I hope that it goes some way towards telling ‘How’. Inevitably, it has had to be concerned with politics to a far greater degree than anything I have previously written, but I make no apologies for that. The war that sent the British Army to France in 1914 was the sequel and the consequence of all that went before and a knowledge of the background and the run-up to it is necessary to an understanding and appreciation of what happened next … and next … and next … to the people who endured the four black years of war and returned, if they were lucky, to take up the threads of life in societies that were shaken to their roots, and a world in which the Old Order had disappeared forever – not always to their disadvantage. 1914 has not been an easy book to write and has taken a long, long time. But I hope it will be easy to read.

With every book the list of those to be thanked becomes longer and it is difficult to know where to start. As always, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission has dealt with enquiries with courtesy and enthusiasm, as have various regiments. Tony Spagnoly has, as always, been ever-willing to discuss points which have arisen and has also worked extremely hard on drawing the original drafts of the numerous maps which appear in the book. John Woodroff, with his usual indefatigable industry, has burrowed deep to supply the answers to many queries and has checked all the military details. Although Alma Woodroff, much to my regret, has not been able to put in the mammoth amount of work she has done on previous books, she has always been ready to bail me out when the going got rough and I am immensely grateful to her.

As always, several people have helped in tracking down and interviewing old soldiers, notably Barbara Taylor, John Woodroff, Guy Francis, Colin Butler and Stan Taylor and I am, as always, in their debt.

Yves de Cock in Belgium has supplied much useful information and I am also grateful to the Elfnovembergroep for valuable material on the First Battle of Ypres contained in their private publication Van Den Grooten Oorlog.

My French friends have, as usual, entered enthusiastically into the project and I am indebted to Jean Verdel (whose mother, before her marriage, was Flora Dignoire) and to Gaston Degardin for kindly making available his assiduous research on Bapaume before and during the German occupation. This has enabled me to do far greater justice to the French side (and in particular to the experiences of French civilians) than I would otherwise have been able to do. Guy and Jeannine Danquigny have also untiringly assisted with this project, as with many others, and Dr Marechal, the present-day owner of Miss Mildred Aldrich’s house on the Marne (and whose uncles remember playing in her garden as children in the twenties), has been most kind and helpful. I am deeply grateful to them all.

I should also like to express my gratitude to the many people, too numerous to name, who so kindly, and often out of the blue, made available family letters, diaries and written accounts (and in particular for the diaries of Sergeant Packham and Corporal Letyford which occupy an important place in this book) or who took the trouble to put their own recollections on paper and to expand on reams of ‘matters arising’. Many who did so will find that they are not included in this book. The reason is simple. It was originally planned and researched to cover a longer period and to carry the story from the beginning of the war through 1915 to the Battle of Loos. But 1914 turned out to be a book-length story in itself. My apologies to those who are disappointed – and my assurance that all will be revealed in the next volume!

Lastly, and by no means least, my thanks to my long-suffering family who, if they are not precisely the last casualties of the Great War, from time to time have a lot to put up with – in particular my husband, Ian Ross, who very often puts himself out in the midst of his own demanding professional commitments to accommodate the exigencies of mine. I don’t always tell him how much I appreciate it. But I do.

Lyn Macdonald,

London, July 1987.
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Part One


 



ALL IN THE DAY’S WORK


The great Duke of Wellington stood on the path which runs round the ramparts of Walmer Castle on a sunny day in July 1843. Near him, standing at attention, was a young Staff Officer of the Adjutant-General’s Department. He had just asked a question on a small matter of detail which the War Office thought should, as a courtesy, be referred to the Commander of the Forces. A name typical of the British private soldier was required, for use on the model sheet of the soldiers’ accounts to show where the men should sign.

The Duke stood gazing out to sea while the young officer waited, searching in a long memory stored with recollections for a man who typified the character of Britain’s soldiers. He thought back to his first campaign in the Low Countries where he had fought his first action with his old Regiment, the 33rd Foot.

When the battle was over and won, Wellesley rode back to where little groups of wounded men were lying on the ground. At the place where the right of his line had been lay the right-hand man of the Grenadier Company. Thomas Atkins. He stood six foot three in his stockinged feet, he had served for twenty years, he could neither read nor write and he was the best man at arms in the Regiment. One of the bandsmen had bound up his head where a sabre had slashed it, he had a bayonet wound in the chest, and a bullet through the lungs. He had begged the bearers not to move him, but to let him die in peace. Wellesley looked down on him and the man must have seen his concern. ‘It’s all right, Sir,’ he gasped. ‘It’s all in the day’s work.’ They were his last words.

The Old Duke turned to the waiting Staff Officer. ‘Thomas Atkins,’ he said.

From The Ypres Times,

April 1929.










Chapter 1

In August on the golden plains of Picardy and Flanders, the grind of giant combines smothers the sounds of summer. Travelling in swathes across the fields, they peel the harvest from the land as a thumb peels the skin from an orange. Then the land comes into its own. Scrawled across it, after almost seventy years and more than sixty harvests, are the traces of old trenchlines. You see them in a zigzag patch of weed, a line of soil unnaturally discoloured, an undulating billow on the flat surface of a field. Here and there a rampaging thicket of nettles marks the entrance to a long-sealed tunnel or hints at a deep dugout long buried in the damp dark below. Even the lush summer grass, swaying tall on a bank or an incline, hardly blurs the outlines of deep-gouged crevices that once sheltered a battery of guns.

As the summer vegetation dies back, laying bare the bones of the earth, uglier shapes emerge. The mangled iron and brick of a ruined machine-gun post. The concrete emplacements of a formidable redoubt and, along dusty farm-tracks churned up by heavy tractors, a sprinkling of shrapnel and some rusted shards of shell. In the lowlands of Belgium, across the face of Artois, on the downlands of the Somme, and across the breadth of France, all along the line of the old Western Front, three generations of farmers have lived among the debris and the dangers of war.

With the advent of the technological age accidents and casualties have diminished, and the modern farmer who sets his hand to the plough or who grubs up beets or potatoes without first passing a metal detector across his field is a rare and reckless bird. Each season of the farming year still yields a lethal harvest of unexploded shells. The locals are used to them. They are a routine nuisance easily dealt with by Munitions Disposal Squads. Only strangers stop with cautious curiosity to examine them, stacked neatly according to calibre on the verges of country roads as far apart as Ypres in the north and Verdun a long way to the south-east. The shell-heaps stand like milestones along the path of the wind that tore through Europe, laid waste a generation and blew up into a hurricane that swept away their safe and ordered world. In the awesome stillness of its aftermath they marvelled to think that it had begun as the merest zephyr, so distant, so inconsequent, that it would hardly have rippled a field of corn growing ripe under untroubled skies in that long, hot summer of 1914.

It was something of a novelty for British troops to arrive as allies on the soil of their old enemy France. The names of Malplaquet, Corunna, Waterloo, Quebec, rang like battle-cries through Regimental Histories, were emblazoned in gold on Regimental Colours and were linked with a host of the Regimental traditions that cemented esprit de corps.

Memories in the north of France were equally long. It was a mere ten years since the two nations had signed the Entente Cordiale under the beneficent eye of the francophile King, Edward VII, and, as the first of the boats that would carry her soldiers to France gathered in Southampton Water and prepared to set course for the French ports of Le Havre, Rouen and Boulogne, the Mayor of Boulogne gave some thought to the circumstances of their arrival.

It was from Boulogne after all (and less than a hundred years ago) that Napoleon, Emperor of the French, had planned to invade England, and his statue, perched on a pillar a hundred feet high, still gazed implacably across the Channel from the hills where he had poised his army. It was the dominating feature of the town, and it was hardly likely that the British troops could miss it, since some of them would be encamped at Napoleon’s very feet in the tents which, for some days now, their advance parties had been busily erecting.

There had already been one unfortunate incident early on Sunday afternoon. Some elderly reservists, in charge of a coastal defence gun on the cliffs above an isolated beach, waking abruptly from a light doze after a heavy lunch, fell under the delusion that a force of naked Germans was assaulting the shores of France from the sea, and fired off several rounds at a party of British soldiers cooling off with an afternoon swim.

All things considered, the Mayor had concluded that it would be prudent to issue a Public Notice to remind the people of Boulogne that times had changed.


My dear Citizens. This day arrive in our town the valiant British troops, who come to co-operate with our brave soldiers to repel the abominable aggression of Germany … Boulogne, which is one of the homes of the Entente Cordiale, will give to the sons of the United Kingdom an enthusiastic and brotherly welcome. The citizens are requested on this occasion to decorate the fronts of their houses with the colours of the two countries.



The citizens enthusiastically obliged.

The soldiers of the 8th Brigade, arriving in a hastily commandeered cattle-boat, had not enjoyed a pleasant voyage. They were packed so closely together that, once settled, it was hardly possible to move, even to allow the few who were seasick to struggle to the ship’s rail. That had given rise to more ill-feeling than could be put down to the slight swell which had marred an otherwise calm crossing. But ill-feeling and ill-temper, like the stiff aching of cramped limbs, were soon forgotten in the warmth of a welcome so tumultuous that some well-travelled Tommies, accustomed to less cordial receptions in ports round the British Empire, could hardly believe the evidence of their eyes and ears.

Boulogne had turned out en masse. Even the long harbour wall was packed with cheering crowds and as the ship inched towards its berth, they waved and cheered in such a frenzy that one old gentleman, more frenzied than the rest, was propelled by his enthusiasm over the edge of the pier into the water. Happily, he was promptly fished out again and delighted the crowd and the Tommies alike by coming to a watery salute on the quayside.

The harbour was full of boats – motor torpedoes that dashed busily up and down the estuary, two cruisers of the French Navy, fishing smacks unloading the night’s catch on the town quay, and steam whistles and horns and sirens hooted and screeched and boomed a deafening welcome.

It was all a delightful experience, if somewhat harassing for the NCOs and officers in charge of disembarkation who had the task of clearing a space through the multitude on the pier and marching the troops off in some kind of order which would not entirely discredit the British Army.

The French army (or those of its representatives who formed the guard of honour, holding its ragged ranks with some difficulty against the pushing of the crowd) were glorious in gaudy uniforms of red and blue, looking, to the irreverent Tommies, like a male chorus-line in an operetta. But there the glory ended. Their coats of sky blue were buttoned uncomfortably over elderly paunches. Their eyes, though alight with patriotic fervour, were unmistakably rheumy. Their beards and the hair beneath their red-peaked caps were distinctly grizzled and, despite the businesslike appearance of their long rifles and bayonets, the most casual inspection would hardly have passed them as fighting fit.

But these all-too-ancient warriors, hastily recalled to the colours, were all that was left. France had mobilised on 1 August, three days before Great Britain. The young and the fit were already in the field, and the French command was anxiously awaiting the arrival of their British allies to swell their numbers. It was not that France lacked manpower – she had already called up more than a million men – but, with the rapid and unexpected advance of the German army, the French already had an uneasy feeling that large numbers of their troops were in the wrong place. There were all too few on the left of their long line, close to the Belgian border where it was becoming increasingly clear that the brunt of the German advance would fall. The British Force, small though it was, was badly needed to extend their vulnerable line and it was with some relief that news of the first arrivals was received at the headquarters of General Lanrezac whose Fifth Army stood directly in the path of the German thrust and was in serious danger of being outflanked.

So far, the only British soldier they had clapped eyes on was a certain Lieutenant Spears, a Junior Staff Officer who, by an accident of fate, had been the first British soldier in France. Several months earlier, when there had been no hint of war on the horizon, it had been arranged by the War Office that this young Intelligence officer should spend some weeks during the summer on attachment to the Ministère de Guerre in Paris. As the date approached and there was a real threat of war in Europe – a war, moreover, in which France was likely to be embroiled – the War Office saw no reason to revise the plan. It would be no bad thing to have an observer on the spot in a strictly unofficial capacity, for France was an unofficial ally and, despite the existence of the much-lauded Entente Cordiale, Great Britain was bound by no treaty or obligation to support her in any military emergency or adventure.

So, according to plan and on the designated date (discreetly clad in mufti, but having taken the last-minute precaution of packing his uniform) Spears had crossed to France on a holiday steamer. It was Monday 27 July 1914. On the 28th he reported for duty in Paris – a month to the day since the Archduke Franz Ferdinand had been assassinated in Sarajevo. By nightfall Austria had declared war on Serbia, and in Britain the Admiralty had ordered the First Fleet to set sail for the north to its war station at Scapa Flow.

The population of the British Isles, peacefully going about the daily business of unruffled life, paid little attention to reports of ‘Trouble in the Balkans’ which flared up so regularly that it seemed to be almost a fixture in the less prominent headlines of serious newspapers. But it required a far greater knowledge of history, geography and politics than the average reader possessed to begin to understand the course of the tortuous quarrels over the Slav states between the rival powers who wished to order their destinies. They had been going on for generations.

Serbia, in particular, had been a bone of contention, first between Turkey and Bulgaria, then between Turkey and Russia, and latterly, between Russia and the vast Austro-Hungarian Empire that sprawled across Europe from Vienna to the doorstep of Asia. Serbia now enjoyed a recent and precarious independence – although in a somewhat truncated form. The Serbs had been reluctantly forced to hand over their provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina whose Slav population now lay uneasily under the Austrian yoke – still a bone of contention and the cause of deep resentment in their Serbian ‘homeland’. Russia was resentful too. Until recently, Serbia had been her protectorate and rightly belonged, in the Russian view, within the Slavic territories of the Russian Empire.

But, by the end of 1913, Serbia was on the up and up. She had done well out of the Balkan War which had finally booted Turkey out of Europe and shared out the conquered territories between the independent Balkan states. National pride was running high. It spilled over into Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the Slav nationalism that was always simmering just beneath the surface boiled up in a series of guerrilla and terrorist attacks.

The disturbances were hailed in Serbia with ill-concealed glee. They were watched with interest by Moscow. From the viewpoint of Vienna they meant trouble, and the Austrian authorities were not slow to lay the trouble at Serbia’s door. Agents of the Austrian secret service with an ear to the ground in Serbia’s capital city, Belgrade, were feeding Vienna with suggestions that dark plots were afoot, that Serbia was backing the guerrillas by providing funds and that, when things got too hot, they could count on a safe haven in Serbia. Belgrade, they hinted, was a nest of intrigue aimed directly at undermining the suzerainty of the Austrian Empire over her Slav states. In Vienna the feeling grew that, at the first opportunity, Serbia must be taught a lesson. Austria was now on the look-out for a pretext to go to war.

It came a few months later, in the summer of 1914, at Sarajevo, capital of the annexed Serbian province of Bosnia. Sarajevo was a hotbed of Slav nationalism that showed signs of erupting into open insurrection, and it was not by coincidence that the city had been chosen as the site for the annual manoeuvres of the 15th and 16th Corps of the Austrian army. It would do no harm to favour the fiery Slavs with a demonstration of military might, and to drive home the message with a visit by a royal personage, who was not only Inspector-General of the Austrian army, but heir to the Austrian crown.

It was a fine summer Sunday morning. The troops had been preparing since dawn and by ten minutes to ten, when the royal train drew into Sarajevo station, they were already drawn up in burnished columns, glistening in the sunshine, on the Filipovitch parade ground. The inspection was hardly more than a formality, for the Archduke and his wife arrived from the station in an open motor car, drove at a spanking pace along the ranks and in less than twenty minutes were on their way again to the Town Hall where, according to plan, they were to receive an official welcome.

But things did not go according to plan. The couple arrived shocked and flustered. A bomb had been thrown at their motor car and, although the Archduke and the Duchess were unharmed, one of their aides had been hurt by a flying fragment. The efforts of the mayor, desperately trying to restore the situation by launching into his prepared speech of welcome, were brushed angrily aside by the Archduke. ‘What is the good of your speeches? I come to Sarajevo on a visit, and I get bombs thrown at me. It is outrageous!’

It was some small consolation that the culprit had been caught and arrested. It came as no surprise to learn that he was a Serb. It did not occur to the police that he had not been acting alone. It did not occur to them to drag-net the crowded streets for other suspects, nor did there seem to be any reason why the royal visit should not go ahead as planned. The suspicion that the abortive assassination had been part of a nationalist plot came later. But by then it was too late to take precautions. The royal visitors were already dead. They had been killed in the streets of Sarajevo, shot by another Serb just half an hour after his accomplice had been arrested.

It was the excuse that Austria needed. After the first shock, over the coming weeks it was gradually realised in the corridors of power that she need look no further for a pretext on which to go to war with Serbia and settle the Slav question once and for all.

It was evening before the news filtered through to the rest of Europe. Almost everywhere it had been a perfect summer’s day.

The sun had shone in London where it took an army of cleaners half the morning to clean up Hyde Park after Saturday’s display by the London Fire Brigade, which had exhibited its dash and daring to five thousand eager spectators before galloping past the King in a rousing finale. Up-river at Henley, preparations were well under way for the annual regatta, and the Thames was bright with boating parties and rowdy groups of youths trying their skill as oarsmen between the marker flags. At Wimbledon, halfway through the All-England Championships, groundsmen sweated in the Sunday sunshine rolling the grass courts to velvet smoothness ready for the next week’s matches. At the seaside, summer visitors strolled on the promenades, listened to the band, and congratulated themselves on the fine weather which looked set fair for their holidays.

The sun had blazed down on Paris where the Grand Prix was run that afternoon at Longchamps and the beau monde of Europe saw Baron de Rothschild’s Sardanapale win by a neck. It was the most dazzling event of the season. The couturiers had sent the most elegant and beautiful of their mannequins to mingle with the crowds and stun them with the most exquisite of their latest creations. Sharp-eyed fashion journalists, scribbling discreetly, noted that ‘dead black, unrelieved by any touch of colour’ was what the well-dressed woman would be obliged to wear to be à la mode in 1914. Next week, when they gushed into print in British newspapers and magazines, aristocratic England was delighted to hear it. In the wake of the tragic death of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in far-off Sarajevo, Buckingham Palace had ordered a week’s court mourning. Fashionable London was happy to learn that it could don respectful black in the certainty that, according to Paris, it was the last word in chic. Black-garbed Austrian ladies, scanning the social notes in the Wiener Tageblatt, were similarly gratified.

28 June, the day of the assassination at Sarajevo, was a significant date for the people of Great Britain. It was the anniversary of the coronation of Queen Victoria. Seventy-seven years later, and thirteen years after her death, the accession of the old Queen was still looked on by the British as the curtain-raiser to their golden age. The Queen’s Birthday on 24 May continued to be held as a public holiday in celebration of the great Victorian Empire that spanned the globe. ‘Empire Day’ was the happy inspiration of the Earl of Meath and it had rapidly caught on. Every village was decked with flags, every church had its special service, every school its ceremony. For the children it was a day of treats and high jinks, of picnics and outings – but they were left in no doubt as to the object of the celebrations nor of the links of pride and responsibility which bound the youngest of them to the far-flung countries and islands and continents where the British flag flapped above government offices, above barracks and residencies as a symbol of Britain’s benevolent rule.


England, Home and Beauty.

Empire, Pride and Duty.



In a hundred stirring tales and popular poems Rudyard Kipling had underlined the maxim that precisely summed up the popular feeling that to have been born an inhabitant of the British Isles was to have drawn first prize in the lottery of life. No Empire Day celebration was considered to be complete without a choir of schoolchildren to enliven the proceedings with a fluting rendition of Kipling’s ‘Children’s Song’:


Land of our Birth, we pledge to thee

Our love and toil in the years to be,

When we are grown and take our place

As men and women with our race.



Nothing could have been more appropriate, and the lines were eagerly embraced by patriotic schoolteachers. They did not, however, find favour with Kipling’s own son Jack, aged twelve, and a pupil at St Aubyn’s Preparatory School at Rottingdean. His schoolfellows held him personally responsible for the tedium of being forced to learn all eight verses of the new song in honour of Empire Day in 1910, and Jack Kipling, sick to the teeth of being so unjustly baited, wrote a disgruntled letter home and laid the blame squarely on the shoulders of his father. Kipling apologised gracefully: ‘Sorry about the “Children’s Song”. You know that I didn’t write the darn thing with the faintest idea it would be so cruelly used against the young.’

For the song itself there was no need to apologise. Kipling had merely voiced sentiments that were universally held to be part of the national heritage.


Teach us to rule ourselves alway,

Controlled and cleanly night and day,

That we may bring, if need arise,

No maimed or worthless sacrifice …



Later he was to speak again for his bewildered generation, sick with self-reproach.


If any question why we died,

Tell them, because our fathers lied.



But that was far in the future and in another world. Now the fortunes of the British Empire were at their zenith, patriotism was its watchword and nobody was questioning anything.


Land of our Birth, our faith, our pride,

For whose dear sake our fathers died;

O Motherland, we pledge to thee,

Head, heart and hand through the years to be.



The Empire was growing all the time – and the British Army was scattered round the globe to prove it. Since the death of the old Queen the Empire had acquired new territories larger than the whole of the United States of America.

The 2nd Battalion, The Rifle Brigade, had left for overseas in 1897, the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Now, in 1914, in the reign of her grandson, King George V, they were preparing to go home. They had missed the reign of his father, Edward VII, altogether.

It had been quite a tour. In its seventeen years of foreign duty, the Battalion had served in Malta and in Crete. It had done two stints in the Sudan and three in Egypt. During the Boer War it had been shipped to South Africa, had fought in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State and, after the uneasy peace, had been posted for a tour of duty to Natal. For the last seven of their seventeen years abroad, the RBs had been in India. Although they had covered some 40,000 miles by sea or river, by road or by rail, and half as many again on their feet, in all their wanderings they had seen perhaps a hundredth part of the British Empire. More than 4,000 men and 120 officers had come and gone as time-expired men had gone home and new drafts had replaced them, but there were still thirteen of the original Battalion which had sailed from Southampton seventeen years before. One of them was Quartermaster J. H. Alldridge.

Alldridge had served under seven separate generals (including the great Sir Redvers Buller) and five Commanding Officers. There was nothing he did not know about the Battalion and no one in the Battalion who did not know it. Alldridge could produce statistics at the drop of a hat. He could name the eleven troopships in which they had travelled. He could name the men who had won medals in their tour of foreign service, from the single Victoria Cross to the sixteen Distinguished Conduct Medals and the thirty-three for Long Service and Good Conduct. Without reference to roll books he could reel off the casualties – 75 killed, 167 wounded and 191 dead of typhoid or cholera or of one of the virulent nameless fevers that struck without warning in the tropics. If pressed he would reveal, with reluctance, that, over the seventeen years, two men had deserted.

In the weeks before their departure, despite his manifold activities as quartermaster, Alldridge had amused himself by compiling the statistics from his voluminous records. Not that there had been much time to spare. By July the heavy baggage, the mess silver and linen, the officers’ furniture, the household effects of the families on the strength, was already being packed ready to be shipped in advance and that, for the Quartermaster’s department, was a full-time job in itself. They were due to sail at the start of the Trooping Season, on 29 October. In the meantime, life continued as usual. It had been a fairly typical year, starting as it always did with the New Year’s Day Proclamation Parade which, thirty-eight years on, still celebrated annually Queen Victoria’s assumption of the title ‘Empress of India’ in 1876.

But, like all units serving in India, the soldiers’ year was regulated by the seasons rather than the calendar, by the Cool Weather from November to February, and the Hot Weather when temperatures rose from reasonable discomfort in the month of March to blistering, unendurable heat in June, when the weather broke and the monsoons began. To keep the Battalion at the peak of efficiency, it had to be kept on the move. The cool weather was spent round Lahore in a rigid timetable of battalion training, culminating in Brigade Manoeuvres and mock battles with other units of the Division. For the hot weather and the monsoon season, the Battalion marched some two hundred miles, up the Great Trunk Road to Rawalpindi and on to the north-east to the barracks at Kuldana in the Murree Hills to skirmish and manoeuvre in the rough country of the uplands and to carry out a stiff programme of signalling and musketry practice in the clear, crisp air, where the flash of a heliograph lamp could be seen for fifty miles.

The long and dusty route marches between camps and bivouacs toughened the feet, strengthened the muscles, built up stamina and scorched the soldiers’ skins to leather.

When no marauding tribesmen disturbed the peace of the frontiers, when no unruly natives claimed their attention on the plains, in the intervals between the exigencies of training and exercises there was plenty of sport to be had. The army was generous in the matter of local leave for elephant shooting, for pigsticking, for shooting sand-grouse in the Bikanir Desert, for hunting bear and ibex in Kashmir. The trophies from the current season, having been stuffed, mounted and duly displayed and admired in the Officers’ Mess, were already crated up ready to be shipped home with the Battalion’s heavy baggage.

The polo season had been disappointing, but largely because most far-seeing officers had already sold their best ponies in anticipation of their early departure. The cricket season, when officers and men formed a single and singular democratic team, had been more than satisfactory, and in the inter-Brigade competitions the men had acquitted themselves well in the economical, less exclusive sports, cross-country running, boxing, football, which were encouraged in the interests of fitness and of keeping boredom at bay. Taken as a whole, the 2nd RB had had a satisfactory year. It culminated in the annual event which was devised to test to the limit their skill and efficiency in soldiering – the Divisional competition known as the Grand Assault at Arms.

The RBs were not displeased with their performance. They had taken both first and second places in Individual Bayonet Fighting, and come first in the Bayonet team event. They had been first in the tough obstacle race, designed to reproduce conditions in which soldiers might have to advance in actual warfare. Despite rigorous training they had failed miserably in the Tug-of-War, but the Battalion had come second in the Officers’ Revolver Competition and in hand-to-hand sword fighting their officers had not disgraced themselves. Overall, the Rifle Brigade had been narrowly beaten into second place by the Yorkshire Regiment who had carried off the coveted cup for the best Regiment at Arms, but there had been some brilliant individual performances. The Battalion was of the unanimous opinion that, if they were able to hold on to the best of the men when they got back to Blighty and the barracks at Colchester, they would have an excellent chance of putting a team into the arena at Olympia for the Royal Tournament in the summer of 1915.

The Grand Assault at Arms ended on 27 June. Next day, after the obligatory church parades, the Battalion enjoyed a well-earned rest. It was a Sunday like any other. They had no inkling that in Europe it had been a fateful day nor how profoundly its events would affect their future. It was three weeks before the mail brought newspapers from Home with reports of the shooting at Sarajevo. Avid though they were for news, no one read them with particular attention.

The bulk of the British Army was spread around the Empire, and in India alone there were more serving soldiers than there were in the British Isles. Unlike the land-locked nations on the Continent, ever snapping and yapping across their easily breached frontiers, often separated by as little as a range of hills, a river or a road, Great Britain had no need of a large standing army. Her natural frontier was her coastline, her backyard the seas that lapped her shores, and the first line of her defence the mighty ships that sailed them. Encircled by the protective power of the world’s largest navy, enriched by the voyaging of a great merchant fleet that carried her trade to the four corners of the earth, Great Britain could afford to stand aloof from European quarrels and the tangle of enmities and alliances that maintained Europe’s balance of power.

But recently, that delicate balance of power had shifted and the events of the past ten years had made it increasingly obvious that she could not remain aloof for ever.

Not that Britain, as a paramount power, had ever been averse to poking a finger into the European pie when it had suited her to do so. Palmerston had been a prime architect of the plan to relandscape Europe which released Belgium from Holland, made her an independent kingdom and guaranteed her neutrality in perpetuity. Lord Salisbury had played a major role in the Congress of Berlin which had placed Bosnia and Herzegovina under the suzerainty of Austria and thus lit the slow-burning fuse of resentment in the Slavs which was to spark off the conflagration that would engulf Europe in 1914.

It had also balked Russia of her ambitions in the Balkans, made her fearful of the growing power of the German and Austrian Empires, once her allies, and sent her looking for a new ally. She had found one in France, still aggrieved, still brooding, still nursing passionate hatred for Germany after her crushing defeat in the Franco-Prussian War. And, recently, Great Britain’s own attitude to Germany had changed.

Twenty years earlier, the idea of war between Great Britain and Germany would have been unthinkable. Queen Victoria was on the throne and her influence extended by intimate family connection into every major court on the Continent. Queen Victoria, although she prided herself on her Englishness, was the daughter of a German mother and the widow of a German husband. German philosophy, German music, German literature, German sentiments were the keystones of the private life of the Royal Family and, on a domestic level, the Victorian virtues which permeated downwards to humbler households had a good deal in common with German notions of respectability. The dearest wish of the Prince Consort had been to see a liberal, united, democratic Germany, wrested from autocratic political hands, a strong and benign force for peace at the centre of chaotic Europe. If Great Britain, powerfully ensconced at the head of her far-flung Empire, was Mother Country to half the world, Germany should be her ‘Brother Country’, her staunchest friend in Europe.

His eldest daughter, the Princess Royal, had been married to a Hohenzollern prince and now, although Albert had not lived to see it, his grandson was the German Emperor. He was also a thorn in the flesh of Great Britain and regarded by the Royal Family with, to say the least, mixed feelings. There was no avoiding the fact that Kaiser Wilhelm was an awkward and a complicated character.

Undoubtedly much of the explanation lay far back in the circumstances of his birth. The Kaiser’s left arm had been damaged so badly that it was useless and withered for life. It was a traumatic disability for an emperor traditionally acclaimed as the ‘All Powerful’ and ‘All Highest’, who must take his place in a line of soldier kings whose legendary prowess and bravery went back to Frederick the Great. All his life, the Kaiser was driven by the need to prove himself better and stronger than the next man. This desire crystallised into a determination to make Germany better and stronger than Great Britain. It was a schizophrenic obsession, which had grown out of love and of hate.

In his boyhood, long visits to the court of his grandmother the Queen and Empress, enthroned metaphorically at the centre of the sun that never set on her great Empire, had bred in the Kaiser an admiration and enthusiasm for England and all things English.

In Berlin, by contrast, he was held deliberately under the influence of the Emperor, his autocratic grandfather (who disliked and suspected his mother for her liberal ‘English’ ideas), and was brought up in the rigid discipline of a military education, surrounded by flattering toadies at his grandfather’s militaristic court.

It was hardly surprising that the mixed loyalties of his heritage as a boy had set up warring traits in the character of the man. ‘Please remind William,’ remarked King Edward VII testily, on the eve of a visit by his nephew, the Kaiser, to Sandringham, ‘that it is not the custom to wear uniform in the country in England.’

The Kaiser adored uniforms, and none in his extensive collection gave him more pleasure and satisfaction than the uniforms he was entitled to wear as an honorary field marshal of the British Army and honorary admiral of the Royal Navy. There were some in the British royal family who believed that the latter honour, awarded to him by his grandmother Queen Victoria, had gone to his head. His heartfelt desire was to build up the German navy until it was a battle fleet as glorious, as prestigious and as powerful as the Royal Navy itself. Freed from the restraining hand of Bismarck, from whom he had cut loose in 1891, too blinkered and egocentric to see that he was being used as a tool by Bismarck’s political successors, the Kaiser, with single-minded enthusiasm, had set about achieving his ambition and embarked on a mammoth programme of ship-building, which had sent a shiver of apprehension through the body politic of Europe, not least in Great Britain. Even the man in the street had regarded it as a piece of infernal cheek.

In July 1914 a combination of chance and foresight brought the ships of the British Navy together, fully mobilised, at maximum efficiency, and at the very moment they were needed. It was the most extravagant display of sea-power ever assembled and, ironically, it was the result of an economy measure. As long ago as October of the previous year, the Lords of the Admiralty had decreed that, in the summer of 1914, the expensive exercise of Test Mobilisation should be combined with the annual summer exercises.

Twenty thousand regular sailors who had completed their time on active service but were required by the terms of their enlistment to rejoin in an emergency, had been called up and every destroyer, every cruiser, every battle squadron, every shore establishment was at full strength. The coalmines had worked overtime to fulfil the demand for fuel – unprecedented even by the lavish standards of Admiralty contracts – and the matelots, filthy, sweating and swearing, had toiled day and night to coal the ships in record time, and toiled on again to clean and polish and scrub away the resulting dust and grime. When all the tasks had been accomplished, every ship that could reasonably be spared from the seas of the British Empire sailed from its Home Port to join the Fleet riding at anchor off Spithead. It was the sight of the summer, and holidaymakers by the thousand flocked to the south coast to see it.

Even the names were enough to strike terror into the heart of any upstart nation who dared to challenge the might of Great Britain and her Empire: Colossus, Hercules, Centaur, Ajax, Superb, Monarch, Marlborough, Audacious, Conquerer, Thunderer, Dreadnought. Fifty-nine great battleships led the Fleet. There were one hundred and eighty-seven destroyers, twelve squadrons of cruisers, and fifty-nine submarines. At the head of them all rode the mighty Iron Duke, 25,000 tons, the pride of the British Navy and the flagship of the officer in command of the Fleet, Admiral Sir George Callaghan. It was the proudest day of his life.

By the time the last ship had weighed anchor and steamed into position, the ships of the vanguard had long since sailed over the horizon. Far out in the Channel stood the Royal Yacht at anchor, the King at the salute as his Royal Navy steamed past at precisely fifteen knots, ship after ship streamered with flags, ships’ companies drawn up on white-scrubbed decks, ships’ bands playing the National Anthem again and again. And again and again, faintly heard across the water, came the orders ‘Off caps’ and ‘Three cheers for the King!’ ‘Hip hip HOORAY! HOORAY Hoor-a-a-a-y …’ tailing off into the wind as one great ship ploughed on and the next rode up astern. It took six hours for the whole fleet to sail past. Nothing like it had been seen since the glorious days of Victoria. Nothing remotely like it would ever be seen again.

It was a salutary reminder to certain irascible European nations that Great Britain was not to be trifled with, and that a war in which she might possibly intervene was not something to be undertaken without careful consideration of the consequences. It was hoped that the Kaiser in particular would take the hint. He had held a naval occasion of his own the previous month when he had formally opened the newly deepened Kiel canal. It had not escaped the notice of British naval officers among the guests that, through this new channel, large German warships could now move speedily from the Baltic into the North Sea. They hoped that this greatest naval review in history would serve to draw the Kaiser’s attention to the fact that, should they do so with belligerent intent, the Royal Navy would be waiting for them.

Until recently, a Europe in which a strong Germany held the central position had posed no threat to the interests of Great Britain either at home or abroad. Seen from this British viewpoint it had seemed more to her advantage than otherwise that strong Prussia had gathered a scattering of weak German states under her wing to make a united Germany, and an emperor of the Prussian King. But certain unfortunate circumstances, offensive in their brashness, far-reaching in their consequences, had attended the birth of the new Germany. It had been proclaimed at the end of the Franco-Prussian War – not in Berlin but, with arrogant flamboyance, in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. Thus Prussia, having scooped in the long-disputed French provinces of Alsace and Lorraine to swell the territory of the new German Empire, stamped her jackboot hard on the neck of defeated France.

The Kaiser at the time had been twelve years old. Seventeen years later, in 1889, he had become Emperor of a very different Germany. The German Empire, formed by the unification of small states, had been rendered indivisible by the explosive growth of their combined industrial power. The coal of Westphalia and Silesia, the iron ore of sequestered Lorraine, the timber resources of the vast forests, the mineral deposits of the Harz mountains, the great ports of Hamburg and Bremen, were now at the disposition of one centralised Reich. Investment capital poured in to develop them, cities doubled and redoubled in size and population as factories, foundries, mills, chemical plants, engineering works, sprang up and a vast labour force poured in from the rural areas to man them. In the space of seventeen years Germany became an industrial force to be reckoned with, and by the turn of the century the Kaiser was beginning to throw his weight about in earnest.

1904 was the first year of the decade of fateful events which would come to an inexorable climax. It was the year in which Great Britain and France were brought together by the Entente Cordiale and the year when the Kaiser began to make a series of bombastic gaffes which might have attracted less attention had they not so clearly demonstrated Germany’s intentions of aggrandisement.

It was not just that he gloated so publicly over the growing strength of the German navy, going so far as to refer to himself (to his cousin the Tsar of Russia) as ‘The Admiral of the Atlantic’. It was not just that he publicly (at a banquet for three hundred people) referred to his uncle, King Edward VII, in virulent terms, ‘He is a devil. You cannot believe what a devil he is!’ It was not even that he proclaimed in an official speech (when refusing a placatory invitation to visit France), ‘The Order of the Day is, keep your powder dry – keep your sword sharp – and keep your fist on the hilt!’ In a series of ill-considered, injudicious outpourings, the Kaiser postured and strutted on the delicate tightrope of European politics – now rushing forward with apparent abandon that drew gasps from the watching nations; now drawing back with cat-like cunning; now teetering with windmilling arms in calculated exhibitionism intended to test the nerve of the countries allied against Germany, and intended in particular to test the nerve of Great Britain. Just how far would she be prepared to go in support of France?

Three years earlier Germany had put that question to the test at Agadir. In one clause of the loose agreement between France and Great Britain, two old rivalries had been resolved. France had agreed to withdraw her interest in Egypt and the Suez Canal, that vital highway to the British Empire, while Great Britain pledged herself to support the claims of France in the Sultanate of Morocco. It was the latter to which Germany took exception, for France could claim little more than squatter’s rights to parts of the coastline and the Germans themselves were anxious for a toehold in Morocco. They had already tried to stir up trouble shortly after the signing of the Entente Cordiale but Britain had then made no bones about supporting French interests; the matter had been put to international arbitration and the Germans had reluctantly backed down.

In 1911 Germany tried again. The Germans wanted a naval base and they sent a gunboat to Morocco to stake a claim at Agadir. It was only an insignificant town on the edge of a remote sandy bay, but Agadir lay on the coastline of the Atlantic Ocean and far too close for comfort to the sea-lanes plied by the Royal Navy and the British Merchant fleet. The possibility of a German base in this sensitive position was not to be thought of.

For the first time since the Napoleonic Wars, the British Government ordered the concentration of the Fleet. It was no more than a token gesture – the merest warning growl, as a dozing bulldog might grumble at a cheeky kitten playing between its outstretched paws. But, in a routine speech to Britain’s bankers, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George, made it crystal clear that the British Government would stand no nonsense and that the growl might easily turn into a snarl.

It was a carefully planted allusion, officially inspired, that was largely lost on an audience more concerned with the Chancellor’s economic views and intentions, but it was widely reported in Europe, and in Germany the point was not missed. Again the Germans climbed down. But the Agadir adventure had enabled her to make a deal with France and, in return for waiving all territorial claims in Morocco, Germany was given a substantial slice of the Congo to swell her African empire. Berlin saw Agadir as a victory for the politics of power. London saw it as the moment when the prospect of war with Germany changed from remote possibility to near-certainty. Discreetly but painstakingly Great Britain began to prepare for war.








Chapter 2

Although the events in the Balkans caused brows to furrow at the Foreign Office, despite the fact that Britain’s potential enemy was Austria’s ally, bound by treaty to support her if she went to war, regardless of the fact that a European war was now felt to be inevitable, no one expected it to come in the summer of 1914. The last to suspect that there was war in the air was the Army.

The only event that loomed on the horizon of the 1st Battalion, The Rifle Brigade, was the start of the Trooping Season. They were bound for India to replace their 2nd Battalion and already their heavy baggage was piling up near the Guard Room at the barracks at Colchester where sentries could keep an eye on it. For some weeks batches of men had been going off on a rota of Embarkation Leave, and the ranks were thinner than usual. Only the bandsmen, contemplating the packed programme of events at which their services were required, gloomily speculated on their chances of getting leave at all.

The band had been much in demand for local events. They had performed at the Colchester Rose and Agricultural Show where the Battalion had put on a military display. They had performed at the local Polo Championships, a three-day event outstanding for the appalling meals dished out to the musicians by a local caterer less interested in their nourishment than in making a profit at the expense of the Army. In mid-July, as the Fleet was gathering for its rendezvous with the King, the band was on the move again, this time to Winchester to provide the music for Greenjacket Week. Bandsman Victor Shawyer had looked on his engagement as a bonus, for he was a Winchester boy, and, since his home was only ten minutes away from the barracks, he had been anticipating some pleasant hours off duty and the chance to tuck into some home cooking. After three years in the Army he had just reached the age of nineteen and graduated from Boy Service to fully fledged soldier. He had also grown to the height of six foot and could never get enough to eat.

But Greenjacket Week was turning out to be something of a disappointment. It was a gruelling schedule of marching and performing by day and, after the briefest of rests, playing during the officers’ dinner and providing dance music afterwards in the Mess. The programme was so packed, so exhaustive, that Shawyer had only twice been able to sprint the short distance home, swallow a hasty cup of tea and double back again for the next parade. At least they were spared the soldiering on the parade ground, on route march, on rifle range which, in addition to their band duties, fell to their lot at Colchester. Not that there would have been time for it.

All in all, 1914 had so far proved to be an average summer. But there would be one difference. In view of the fact that they would be off to India in October, General Sir James Grierson had been persuaded that it would be pointless for the Battalion to take part in the September manoeuvres of Eastern Command. This the regiment collectively regarded as a stroke of luck. The quid pro quo was that, during the manoeuvres, they were to mount a fortnight’s guard at Buckingham Palace in order to release the Grenadier Guards. This stint of duty would require an inordinate amount of spit and polish, but the men were no strangers to that and there was a certain glamour in the job. There was also a distinct consolation in the thought that it would be the Guards who were slogging on thirty-mile marches, fighting mock battles and bivouacking in the open, while the RBs took their place – if not under the eye of the Sovereign whom they would theoretically be guarding during his absence at Balmoral, at least under the admiring gaze of his subjects who remained in London. The memory of last year’s manoeuvres was still fresh in their mind and their feet ached at the very thought.

Although the bandsmen were trained as soldiers of the line, and despite the fact that many sleeves bore the crossed rifles of the prized marksman’s badge, in manoeuvres they were assigned to their wartime role as stretcher bearers. In the absence of genuine casualties, this amounted to a great amount of time spent hiding in woods before the bands met up with their exhausted battalions for the essential task of lifting the spirits of the troops by playing at the head of the Battalion as they lifted their feet over the long road home. It was the best moment of the day and, for many soldiers like Shawyer, a thrilling one. With all the units marching together it seemed as if the Home Army itself was on the march.


Bandsman H. V. Shawyer, No. 4142, 1st Bttn., The Rifle Brigade, B.E.F.

Often from some such vantage point as the top of a steep gradient I have looked both forward and back and seen the long column of troops snaking away into the distance in both directions, the long khaki columns broken here and there by the twinkle of brass band instruments reflecting the sun. Village folk used to turn out in force at the closing of the day to watch the Army go by – a long drab sequence of thousands of khaki uniforms, unit following unit with bands playing, some like ourselves with buglers and silver bugles, country regiments with drum and fife and the Scots with their droning pipes. Tired though I was at the end of many a long day, the sight of those swinging columns never failed to rouse me.



By the middle of July it was beginning to dawn on a few people with an eye to events in Europe that war was in the air and that it
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