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Harrow School, Michaelmas Term 1873

‘Hart, you lazy bastard, where the devil are you?’ came a cry from outside the dormitory.

    George flinched at the sound of his tormentor’s voice and continued buffing the large black shoe in his hand. He had been working on it for a good ten minutes, and the result was a shine so clear he could see his reflection in it. Yet he knew from experience that his fagmaster, Percy Sykes, would find fault with the smallest blemish.

    ‘Hart!’ The call was angry now. ‘You’ve got twenty seconds to produce my shoes. I’m counting.’

    A last vigorous rub and George was done. He grabbed the shoe’s twin from the floor and hurtled out of the dormitory, along the corridor, up a flight of stairs and came to a halt in front of Sykes’s study. The door was open.

    ‘Twenty-two seconds,’ said Sykes, pocket-watch in hand. He was sitting in an armchair and, apart from his stockinged feet, was immaculately turned out in his Sunday best of top hat and tails. ‘Shame. Shoes, please.’

    George handed over the gleaming footwear.

    ‘Not bad, not bad at all,’ said Sykes, turning them over. ‘We’ll make a valet of you yet. But I can’t abide lateness. Report to the gym after lunch for your punishment.’

    George knew the gym meant another beating. He had had enough.

    ‘No.’

    ‘What did you say?’

    ‘I said no. I was only two seconds late.’

    Sykes stood up and approached George menacingly. He was tall for his seventeen years and stockily built. ‘You dare to say no to me?’

    George said nothing, prompting Sykes to lower his face to within inches of his fag’s. ‘I’m going to teach you some manners, Hart. Forget the gym. Meet me in the long field at six – and don’t be late.’

    George knew he had gone too far. The long field was the venue for fist-fights, or ‘affairs of honour’, as the boys chose to call them, the means by which most quarrels at Harrow were settled. George thought back to the two bouts he had already fought and won against boys his own age. Neither had been a pleasant experience. But the bigger and stronger Sykes was a very different proposition. His instinct was to decline and take his punishment in the gym. But where would it end? No, he decided, it was far better to stand up to Sykes and his kind in an open fight, even if it meant a pummelling.

    ‘I’ll be there,’ he said, with more confidence than he felt.

    News of the fight spread rapidly, and a large crowd had gathered by the time George and his second, a pale youth called Watson, reached the long field at a few minutes to six. They pushed their way through the excited throng to find Sykes in the centre of the field, stripped to the waist and shadow-boxing with one of his cronies. The sixth-former acting as referee was also there.

    Sykes raised his eyebrows at George’s arrival. ‘Didn’t think you’d show,’ he said with a sneer. ‘And you’ll soon wish you hadn’t.’

    ‘Enough!’ said the referee. ‘Time to let your fists do the talking. You both know the rules: three minutes a round, sixty seconds to recover from a knockdown and you fight until one or other of you has had enough. Any questions?’

    They both shook their heads.

    ‘Come together, then.’

    George stripped off his shirt and handed it to Watson. He was much slighter than Sykes, causing the crowd to howl with laughter as the two fighters stepped up to the mark: one tall, white and muscular; the other dark and scrawny.

    The referee dropped his hand. ‘Round one!’

    Sykes came rushing forward, a straight right and a swinging left both narrowly failing to connect with his opponent’s face. George countered with a jab that caught Sykes flush on the chin and rocked his head back. The crowd roared its approval, delighted they would see a contest after all.

    ‘You’ll pay for that,’ said Sykes, spitting blood from a split lip.

    But as the fight wore on it became clear that George’s superior technique was every bit a match for Sykes’s size advantage. Each time the older boy tried to close and bring his strength to bear, George ducked and danced his way out of trouble. He was like a matador with a bull, and by round five a wheezing Sykes was getting desperate. He ploughed forward again and straight on to George’s right hook. The crack as fist connected with bone cartilage could be heard by latecomers fifty yards away. As Sykes staggered and fell, his nose streaming blood, George clutched his injured right hand.

    The crowd was shocked into silence, as bewildered by the smaller boy’s extraordinary courage as they were by his lightning hands. They sensed, too, that he was badly hurt.

    ‘You all right, Hart?’ asked Watson.

    ‘No. I think I’ve broken a bone in my right hand, but for God’s sake don’t let on.’

    Watson looked across at Sykes. He had been helped into a sitting position by his second, who was sponging his face. ‘I don’t think he’ll make it. But if he does, you have to concede. You can’t fight with one hand.’

    ‘I won’t concede.’

    With only seconds of his minute’s grace remaining, Sykes stumbled forward to the mark, his face groggy and his arms hanging limply by his sides.

    ‘All right to go on?’ asked the referee.

    Sykes nodded, fury in his eyes.

    George continued as before, keeping his opponent at bay with well-aimed jabs. His fluid movement over the ground gave little away to the crowd, but it quickly became apparent to Sykes that he was reluctant to land any blows with his previously fearsome right hand. This knowledge brought a smile to Sykes’s battered lips. He feinted with his right hand and landed a crunching left hook on George’s undefended right ear, stunning his opponent but not felling him.

    George stumbled backwards, trying to clear his head, but Sykes could smell blood and was on him in an instant, landing two more swingeing lefts to the side of the smaller boy’s head. The baying crowd groaned as George fell awkwardly to the ground, his face bruised and bleeding.

    ‘Give it up, Hart,’ hissed Watson, as he sponged away the blood. ‘Walk away now, while you still can!’

    George heard these words through the buzzing in his right ear, but far from causing him to see sense, to give in to this thug, their effect was quite the opposite. He had been bullied long enough; it was time to make his stand. As he walked slowly back to the mark, distantly recalled episodes, some horrid and violent, others quite banal, rushed uninvited to the forefront of his mind, like the time Sykes and his cronies had forced his head down a lavatory before pulling the chain. The sense of injustice seemed to flow into his broken right fist. Before he could stop himself, he had driven that fist with all his strength into the point of Sykes’s chin.

    He must have blacked out with the pain, because when he came to, Watson was hovering above him again, concern etched on his face. ‘Are you all right, Hart?’

    George nodded, though his right hand felt as if it was on fire.

    Watson gestured towards the prostrate Sykes. ‘I don’t think he can carry on, Hart: you’ve won.’

    George grimaced with the pain. As he staggered to his feet, a familiar voice shouted, ‘Out of my way, you bloody fools!’

    The crowd parted to reveal the tall, thin figure of Mr Hardy, George’s housemaster. ‘Back to school, all of you!’ he roared. ‘Now!’

    As the crowd scuttled away, Hardy walked over to Sykes and examined his battered face. ‘Not a pretty sight. You’ll need that nose reset, and when Matron’s done with you, report to my study for ten strokes of the cane. You’re also demoted from prefect.’

    ‘But, sir,’ implored Sykes.

    ‘But nothing. Fighting a boy three years your junior? What were you thinking? You might have killed him. It happened to a boy at Eton in the twenties. Lord Shaftesbury’s son, if memory serves. Just be thankful I’m not sending you down.’

    Hardy turned to George. ‘You all right, Hart?’

    ‘I think my hand’s broken, sir.’

    ‘Off to the infirmary with you, then, and Hart  . . .’

    ‘Yes, sir?’

    Hardy’s craggy face broke into a half-smile. ‘That was a plucky effort, lad, very plucky. But don’t let me catch you fighting again.’



Michaelmas Term 1877

George clenched his fist and winced. Almost four years had elapsed since the fight; his broken bones had long since knitted, yet he could still remember the pain as if it were yesterday. It had been worth it, though. His gallant showing had been the talk of the school, with Sykes cast in the role of pantomime bully; small wonder that he and his cronies had kept a low profile thereafter.

    It would have made his life easier, of course, if his mother had not been an actress, a most unusual profession for a woman of allegedly gentle birth (for she had always insisted her father was an Irish-born army officer and her mother a Maltese lady); and even more so if he had not been born out of wedlock and his father had survived his infant years. But such was fate, thought George, and hopefully the bad times were in the past.

    He had got through Harrow, excelled at Sandhurst, and was about to join one of the finest cavalry regiments in the British Army. His appointment to the 1st King’s Dragoon Guards – or KDG, as it was generally known – was, he had to confess, something of a mystery. Its officers were typically very rich or very well connected. He was neither, and had put this choice posting down to the potential he had shown as a gentleman-cadet. He was determined to fulfil that potential, even if it meant curbing his fiery temperament. But tonight he could be himself. It was his eighteenth birthday and, to celebrate, his mother had arranged a grand dinner party for their closest friends. He could hardly wait.

    George rose from his dressing table and peered at himself in the full-length mirror. His evening-dress suit had cost him a sizeable portion of his private allowance, but even he had to admit he looked well in it. It helped that he was over six feet, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, a natural clotheshorse. It helped, too, that his black tailcoat was of the finest twilled cashmere, with a low velvet collar and silk lapels. As he adjusted his white bow tie, he regretted again the inadequacy of his thin black moustache. He had only been shaving for a year, and his bristles were not yet thick enough to produce the necessary growth. The only other flaw in his classically handsome face, with its large hazel eyes and even white teeth, was a slightly crooked nose, the legacy of another fight. But that was no bad thing, he thought, as it gave his fresh-faced looks a mildly piratical air.

    A knock on the door brought colour to his cheeks, as if his self-satisfied contemplation had been witnessed. ‘Come in!’ he said.

    It was Manners, the old family retainer who had served his grandfather. ‘Begging your pardon, Master George, but your mother would like to speak to you before you go down.’

    George sighed. The guests would be here soon. Couldn’t it wait?

    ‘All right, Manners, I’ll be down presently, and less of the “Master George”, if you please. I’m eighteen and a commissioned officer in the British Army. “Mr Hart” will suffice.’

    Manners raised his eyebrows. ‘As you wish, Master  . . . um  . . . Mr Hart.’

    George heard the door close and took a moment to try and smooth the unruly black curls at his temples; but no amount of water, patted on with his fingers, seemed to do the trick. He gave up and followed Manners down to his mother’s sitting room on the second floor, entering without knocking.

    His mother was seated on the sofa in quiet contemplation. As he bent down to embrace her, George marvelled again at her ageless beauty. Clad in a gorgeous off-the-shoulder blue velvet gown, complete with train and elaborate overskirt, she seemed to him more striking than ever. Yet her expression was pained, as if she had something unpleasant to say. ‘What is it, Mother?’ he asked.

    ‘Sit down, Georgie,’ she said, patting the sofa beside her. ‘Now that you’re eighteen, there’s something I must tell you. Before I do, I want you to know that the day you were presented with the sword at Sandhurst was the proudest of my life. I never wanted you to join the army, but I made a promise years ago, and I’ve stood by it.’

    ‘What promise and to whom?’

    ‘To your father. Darling, what I’m about to tell you will come as quite a shock. Try not to be angry with me.’

    ‘I could never be angry with you, Mother. Just tell me.’

    She took a deep breath. ‘You know I’ve always told you that your father and I never married and that he died at sea. Well, the first part is true, but not the second. He’s very much alive.’

    George’s jaw dropped. ‘Are you being serious? My father alive! Why would you keep this from me?’

    ‘I had my reasons, darling, please believe me.’

    ‘What reasons?’

    ‘He made me promise, shortly after your birth, that in return for his anonymity I would receive money for your upkeep and, when the time came, he would arrange for you to become an officer in a cavalry regiment. I kept that promise. If I had not, he would have cut us off without a penny. Who do you think paid for your education?’

    ‘You, of course: you’re a famous actress.’

    ‘I was a famous actress, Georgie, but not any more. I’m thirty-six, for goodness’ sake, and well past my prime. I haven’t played a leading role for more than three years. It’s your father’s money that’s been keeping us afloat, but that stops on your eighteenth birthday – today. From now on we’re on our own.’

    ‘Mother, stop!’ said George raising his hands, palms outwards. ‘This is too much to take in. You say I have a father who refuses to acknowledge me. Why? What sort of man abandons his infant son?’

    ‘The sort that’s married,’ sighed his mother.

    ‘Mother. I despair of your judgement sometimes.’

    ‘That’s not fair. I’ve had lovers, and have never denied it, but my priority has always been you. I’m sorry I lied about your father, but I really had no option. I’ve always wanted the best for you, and only he could provide it.’

    ‘Have you any idea, Mother, how hard it was for me at Harrow and Sandhurst? The fatherless bastard with a touch of the tarbrush, that’s what they called me. Now you tell me my father is alive but won’t see me. That’s almost worse. But it explains one thing that’s been bothering me: why a crack regiment like the KDG would accept a social misfit like me. My father must be a man of considerable influence.’

    ‘He is. I can’t say any more than that. If it had been up to me you would never have known of his existence. But there’s another reason why I let you become a soldier, and why I’m telling you now. It’s because your father held out the promise of a sizeable legacy if you made a name for yourself. I don’t know the details, but if you want to find out what they are, I suggest you read this.’ She handed him a small cream envelope she had been holding. ‘It arrived this morning.’

    The envelope was addressed to ‘George Arthur Hart, Esq.’ George broke the seal and withdrew a single sheet of writing paper. It came from a firm of solicitors in the City of London that George had never heard of and its message was brief:



    Dear sir,

    My client, who has chosen to remain anonymous, has assigned you a considerable sum of money. Before any of this money can be made over to you, you must fulfil certain conditions laid down by my client. I can only reveal the nature of those conditions in person. I would be grateful, therefore, if you could reply by return to arrange a personal interview.

    Please accept my congratulations on reaching your majority.

    I am your humble and obedient servant,

    Josiah Ward



George handed the letter to his mother. ‘What can he mean? What conditions?’

    ‘I don’t know, Georgie. Your father said something about you achieving various goals by a certain age. What they are I’ve no idea.’

    ‘But why? Why not just leave me the money?’

    ‘He fears you won’t take your career seriously. He has other sons in the military, and they’ve all disappointed him.’

    ‘So I have half-brothers?’

    ‘Yes. But don’t ask me about them. I promised your father I would keep his identity secret, and I intend to honour that promise. He’s not a man to cross, Georgie, even if you are his son.’

    ‘So I’m supposed to ignore the fact that I have a father and brothers living, and go along with this charade?’

    His mother nodded.

    ‘Damned if I will,’ spat George.

    ‘Georgie, please, for me. I’ve been reliant on your father’s money, and now he’s stopped paying your annuity I don’t know what I’ll do. I’m already overdrawn at the bank, and if something doesn’t turn up soon I’ll be forced to sell the house. So please go and see the lawyer. Hear what he has to say.’

    George stood up and walked over to the fireplace, resting his hand on the mantel. He remained there for some time with his back to his mother. His thoughts were confused. He had no wish to please a father he had never known, who had all but abandoned him, yet he was curious to know his identity. Moreover, he had enjoyed his military training thus far and did not require bribes to give of his best; if anything, they might cause him to do something foolish and send him to an early grave. Yet his beloved mother clearly needed some urgent financial support to save her house, and how could he manage that on his army pay?

    At last he turned. ‘No good can come of this, Mother, but for your sake I will see this pen-pusher. You never know, Father’s conditions might be easy to comply with and we’ll both be rich. Now can we say no more on the subject, and enjoy one last evening of fine food and wine before the purse strings are tightened?’

    His mother rose and embaced her son. ‘Of course, darling,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘Thank you.’



George had always loved London, and he revelled in the bustling sights and sounds of the greatest urban centre in the world as his cab took him back in time from the vaulted splendour of Brunel’s Paddington Station to the Jacobean elegance of Gray’s Inn Square in the City of London. It was still early, with little horse-traffic on the streets, and the driver was able to take the more direct, but usually busy, northern route along Marylebone and Euston roads, down Gray’s Inn Road and into the square through an arched entrance topped with the image of Pegasus.

    ‘Whoa!’ shouted the driver, causing the cab to come to a jerky halt. ‘Number One, sir, as you requested.’

    George was confronted by a beautiful red-brick townhouse, the first of a terrace. To the right of the front door was a small brass plaque that read, ‘Ward & Mills, Solicitors-at-Law’. A prosperous law firm if ever I saw one, thought George as he rapped on the door with his cane. It was answered by a stooped old cove in a dark suit and starched collar.

    ‘Yes?’

    ‘My name’s George Hart. I’m here to see Mr Ward.’

    ‘Do come in.’

    The old man led the way down a dark corridor and into a spacious, oak-panelled office. George handed his hat, coat and cane to the man, expecting him to leave and fetch his master. Instead he hung George’s things on a coat-stand near the door and sat down behind the large desk.

    ‘Do sit down,’ he said.

    George’s brow furrowed. ‘Will Mr Ward be long?’

    ‘I am Mr Ward. Please, take a seat.’

    ‘But I thought you were . . .’

    ‘An understandable mistake,’ said the lawyer, nodding, his lined features easing into a slight smile. ‘After all, it’s not every day the senior partner of a respected City law firm answers his own door. No indeed. And why today?’ Ward tapped the side of his nose. ‘Confidentiality, Mr Hart. My client has impressed upon me the delicacy of this matter, and has insisted upon absolute secrecy, as is his right. He is – how can I put it? – a man of considerable rank and influence. Our most valuable client, if you like, and we do all we can to retain his confidence, which is why I’ve given the rest of the firm the morning off.’

    ‘Very sensible,’ said George, glancing at his pocket-watch. ‘But I don’t have long. I’ve got a train to catch to Manchester in under two hours. I’m expected at my new regiment at four in the afternoon and my commanding officer is not the type of man to be kept waiting.’

    ‘May I ask the name of the regiment?’

    ‘The First King’s Dragoon Guards.’

    ‘A fine corps with an illustrious history, Mr Hart. My congratulations on your appointment.’

    ‘Thank you. Now can we get on?’

    ‘Of course.’ Mr Ward picked up a manilla envelope from the desk. ‘This envelope was handed to me by my client almost eighteen years ago. My instructions were to reveal its contents to you, and only you, on or soon after your eighteenth birthday. I should add that, once read, the letter is to remain in my possession. Shall I continue?’

    George snorted and shook his head. ‘This is a rum business, Mr Ward. But I’m here now, so proceed.’

    Clutching an ivory paper knife in his thin, bony hand, the lawyer deftly opened the envelope and handed George the single sheet of thick, watermarked paper. The handwriting was untidy, sloping slightly to the right, and there was no heading or signature to identify the author. It read:



    To my son George Arthur Hart, Esq.,

    To encourage you in your early military career, I have put aside the sum of £30,000. But it will only be made over to you, in the amounts mentioned, if you manage to comply with the following conditions before your twenty-eighth birthday, a lapse of ten years:



1. Marry respectably, that is to a lady of gentle birth – £5,000.

2. Reach the substantive rank of lieutenant colonel in the British Army – £5,000.

3. Be awarded the Victoria Cross – £10,000.



If you comply with all three conditions within the time allotted, you will receive an additional sum of £10,000. This money is in the safekeeping of my solicitor, Josiah Ward of Ward & Mills, and will be disbursed by him once reasonable proofs of compliance have been provided.



George read the note a second time and snorted. ‘My father has an interesting sense of humour, don’t you think?’ he said, handing the letter to the lawyer.

    Mr Ward peered closely at the note through his half-moon spectacles. ‘I am not sure I understand your meaning, Mr Hart. It all seems quite straightforward to me.’

    George frowned. ‘Straightforward? I can see, Mr Ward, you have no experience of the military. Victoria Crosses are only awarded for, and I quote the Royal Warrant, “signal acts of valour or devotion to their Country”. They require a level of conspicuous courage that few can hope to attain at any age, let alone in their twenties. As for achieving the substantive rank of lieutenant colonel by twenty-eight, it’s well-nigh impossible. A young officer is lucky to make the step up to captain in that time, and most won’t get further than lieutenant. I would need four promotions in ten years! The only condition that’s achievable is to marry well. But there’s a sting in the tail there too, because, as I’m sure my father’s well aware, it is not the done thing in the army to marry young. Few colonels will give their permission, on the grounds that wives are seen as an encumbrance to junior officers. So I might earn five thousand, but I can wave goodbye to my career.’

    The old lawyer took off his spectacles and began to polish them with his handkerchief. ‘These are large sums of money, Mr Hart. You father obviously intends that you should earn them.’

    ‘I am no stranger to hard work, if that’s what you’re implying,’ said George testily. ‘But these terms of my father’s are far too steep. You’d have to possess the qualities of a young Napoleon to win the money. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a train to catch.’

    George rose and began to gather his belongings from the coat-stand.

    ‘What should I tell your father, Mr Hart? That you refuse his challenge?’

    George turned, his eyes flashing. ‘I’ve never refused a challenge in my life. This isn’t a challenge; it’s a recipe for self-destruction. Tell my father he can keep his money; I owe him nothing. If I do well in the army it will be to satisfy my own ambition, and not to please a parent I don’t even know. Good day to you.’

    ‘As you wish,’ said Ward, ‘but the bequest will still be here if you change your mind.’

    As George left the building, and his temper cooled, he wondered if he had been a bit hasty. It was, after all, not impossible for a young officer to be awarded the Victoria Cross by the age of twenty-eight; nor was complying with the other conditions completely out of the question. His anger, he realized, was not so much with the terms of the bequest, but rather because his absent father was trying to manipulate his career. What right did he have? None, as far as George could tell.

    He began to walk up Gray’s Inn Road more determined than ever to make his own way in the world. He knew it would be a struggle, now that he had his mother to support, but he was used to that. All his life he had been swimming against the current.

    He turned and hailed an appoaching cab. ‘Where to, guv’nor?’ asked the driver from his high perch behind the passenger’s compartment.

    ‘Euston Station, please. As fast as you can.’
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Manchester, 5 September 1877

George paused before the heavy oak door marked ‘Commanding Officer’. He had heard much of Lieutenant Colonel Sir Jocelyn Harris, Bart., and none of it good. Possessed of a vast fortune and a large estate in Gloucestershire, Harris was said to be a harsh disciplinarian, a snob and worse, given George’s sallow skin, a rabid xenophobe. George took off his heavy brass helmet with its ‘1 KDG’ badge and red horsehair plume, and tucked it under his left arm. Taking a deep breath, he knocked twice, the hard wood stinging his knuckles.

    ‘Enter!’ sounded an irritated voice within.

    George stepped into a large, sparsely furnished room, empty save for a couple of easy chairs and a mahogany desk, behind which sat a tall, elegantly dressed figure that could only be Harris. Stopping the regulation six paces from the desk, George came to attention and saluted. ‘Cornet George Hart reporting for duty, sir.’

    Harris continued writing. At last he looked up, scanning George’s uniform for flaws. There were none. The handsome young officer was immaculate in his scarlet tunic with blue velvet collar and cuffs, gold-striped dark blue breeches and shiny black leather boots. From his gold-lace sword-belt hung a regulation 1856-pattern heavy cavalry sword in its stainless-steel scabbard. His turnout was impeccable.

    Harris spoke at last. ‘Glad to see you’re wearing the regulation breeches, Hart. Too many of my officers cling to their leathered overalls, a full three years after they were discontinued. I won’t stand for it, and the next officer to appear on parade improperly dressed will be arrested.’

    George breathed a sigh of relief that his appearance had not been criticized. Yet the man before him hardly looked the ogre of repute, with his thin, finely boned face, aquiline nose, blue eyes and fashionable mutton-chop whiskers. His golden hair, while thinning at the temples, contained no trace of grey. Only his lips, thin and curled, betrayed a slight hint of cruelty.

    Harris’s voice brought him out of his reverie. ‘And there’s another thing I won’t stand for, Hart. I won’t have unsuitable officers like you foisted on my regiment. You may have finished top of your class at Sandhurst, but that holds no sway with me. When I joined the army in the fifties, you had to buy your commission. It was a way of ensuring that only gentlemen of property, men with a vested interest in the status quo, became officers. But since Cardwell, and the abolition of purchase, any Tom, Dick or Harry can get a commission. Meritocracy be damned. It’s a bloody disgrace.’

    George wisely said nothing and kept his eyes fixed on the regimental photograph behind Harris. ‘We’ve learnt to put up with change in the King’s Dragoon Guards, Hart. We’ve even accepted the odd officer whose money comes from trade. But in the illustrious one-hundred-and-ninety-year history of this regiment, the officers have never been asked to share a mess with a tawny Irishman of unknown paternity.’

    The colour rose in George’s cheeks.

    ‘Tell me if I’m wrong,’ said Harris with a sneer, ‘but is not your mother an actress, a profession little removed from a street girl? As for your father, well, bar your mother, and possibly not even her, nobody knows his identity. He could be anyone.’

    Stony-faced, his fists clenched, George took a step forward.

    ‘Stand still!’ bellowed Harris. ‘You dare to approach me without leave, I’ll have you cashiered.’

    George could contain himself no longer. ‘Sir,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘I must protest in the strongest terms. I’ve endured many taunts on account of my birth. But I cannot stand silent while you insult my mother.’

    ‘Can you not, Hart? Glad to hear it. Our acquaintance is going to be even shorter than I’d hoped. But let me spell it out for you in case you’re confused. I did not approve your appointment. I was not even consulted. Instead I was informed by the military secretary, no less, that you would be joining us on such and such a date. When I protested that I knew nothing about you, he waved my objections aside. Clearly you have friends in high places. Well, so do I, and I’ve made enquiries. I know you were a bit of a loner at both Harrow and Sandhurst, that you had few friends and that you’re prone to settle arguments with your fists.’

    ‘Sir,’ said George, trying hard to keep his voice level, ‘I have only ever fought in defence of my person and my mother’s honour.’

    Harris grimaced. ‘Honour, you say. Can a common actress have honour?’

    ‘Her father, my grandfather, was an officer and a gentleman.’

    ‘He was a captain in the Twenty-Seventh Inniskilling Fusiliers – hardly the same thing. But I digress. The point is, no cavalry regiment in the British Army would have accepted an officer like you by choice. I certainly wouldn’t have. And yet here you are. So we’ll try and make the best of it. If you learn your duties well, and prove to me that you have the makings, if not the breeding, of an officer, then all will be well. But if you step of out line, even so much as an inch, then your time here will be brief indeed.’ Harris waved his hand dismissively. ‘Now get out!’


George was still seething as he strode across the barrack square to the headquarters office of E Troop, the sub-unit to which he had been assigned. His mind wandered back to the early days of torment at Harrow: to the taunts of ‘Fenian bastard’ and ‘oily blackguard’; to the endless fagging and the constant terror of being hauled from his bed and tossed from a blanket until he had struck the low ceiling the requisite number of times, a favourite Harrow ordeal. The fight with Percy Sykes had put a stop to the physical bullying, but not the taunts. They had continued during his military training at Sandhurst, and his only solace had been his friendship with Jake Morgan, the son of a Welsh colliery owner and another outsider.

    Determined to outdo their haughty classmates, they had drilled and studied hard, even during free weekends when most gentleman-cadets fled Camberley for the fleshpots of London. And the work paid off. George had passed out first of the summer class of 1877, Jake second. George remembered the elation he felt as he accepted the General Proficiency Sword from General Lawrence: surely now, he had thought, he would be judged by what he did, not where he came from. Harris had proved him wrong.

    ‘You must be Hart?’ said a voice, as George entered E Troop’s small, cluttered office. A smiling officer came over and shook his hand. ‘I’m Dick Marter. Your troop commander.’

    George took in the gold-braided double Austrian knot on Marter’s sleeve, denoting the rank of captain. He also noted the livid red scar above his left eyebrow, and the two campaign medals – the Crimea and China – on his left breast. Marter was clearly a veteran.

    ‘And that’s Corporal White, my orderly,’ said Marter, nodding towards the only other occupant of the room, a large red-faced man hunched over a ledger.

    ‘Pleased to meet you both,’ said George, surprised by the warmth of Marter’s reception.

    ‘How did you get on with the colonel?’ asked the captain.

    ‘Not well, I’m afraid. He made it quite plain that I’m not welcome in the regiment.’

    ‘Did he, by God? He never gives new blood an easy ride, does he, White? But that’s harsh, even for him. What exactly did he say?’

    ‘He insulted my country and, even worse, my mother.’ Marter let out a silent whistle. ‘If duelling hadn’t been outlawed,’ continued George, ‘I’d have called him out. Commanding officer or no.’

    Marter could tell George had been badly shaken by his first meeting with Harris, and wanted to offer him some words of comfort. But the troop office was too public for such a discussion, so he arranged to see him for a drink in the officers’ mess that evening.

    ‘There are one or two things you need to know about the colonel,’ he began when they met up later, lowering his voice. ‘First off, he’s never seen action. He joined the regiment after the Crimea and shortly before the Mutiny of fifty-seven, when, as I’m sure you know, we were confined to police operations in the south of India while Campbell’s Bays got all the glory at Lucknow. In China in sixty we were in the thick of it, routing the Tartar cavalry before the gates of Peking – it’s where I got this.’ He tapped his scar. ‘But poor Harris caught dysentery before we sailed from Madras and missed the entire campaign. After that, nothing. We’ve been home since sixty-six and the only excitement we’ve had is breaking a few Fenian heads in Ireland. So you see, Harris is desperate to prove himself and emulate his father. He charged with the Household Brigade at Waterloo, you know. And when Harris does get his chance, he’s determined his regiment won’t let him down, which is why he drills us incessantly and is such a stickler for the regulations. He’s even harder on us than the men, and rarely a week goes by without at least one officer being confined to his quarters. The army hasn’t seen Harris’s like since the late Lord Cardigan.’

    ‘Why do you put up with it?’ said George, slowly shaking his head.

    Marter snorted. ‘Because he’s our commanding officer and we have no choice. He has his favourites, mind: Captain Bell, the adjutant, for one. And some of us suspect that he’s tasked the RSM, Roberts, with secretly making notes of conversations to use as evidence against us. How else could he have confronted Captain Ponsonby with a written record of a previous conversation? When Ponsonby complained, Harris had him arrested, and only the intervention of the district commander secured his release. Most of the officers are good fellows, though, as you’ll see. We’re all waiting for Harris to tire of northern garrison life and send in his papers. He complained enough when we were first posted to Manchester last year. But he’s still with us.’

    George pointed to the yellow and sky-blue ribbon on Marter’s chest. ‘I see, sir, that you served in the Crimea, which means you joined the regiment before Colonel Harris. How, then, did he manage to gain promotion before you?’

    ‘Simple, Hart, money. Before seventy-one, when commissions were bought, money talked. A rich officer could bribe his less well-off seniors not to purchase a vacancy, so enabling him to do so. Of course it got expensive. But what did Harris care? Only that he kept rising in rank. And didn’t he just? From cornet to colonel in ten years. I, on the other hand, with twenty-three years’ service, am still only a captain. It’s better now, with talent and length of service counting for something, but influence still matters. Harris is an ADC to Queen Victoria and has good connections at Court. He’ll surely rise higher, despite his lack of active service. He is a dangerous man to cross.’

    ‘I’ll remember that, sir. Thank you.’

    ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Marter, rising to shake George’s hand. ‘Just keep out of his way and you’ll do fine.’


George woke with a start. The first streaks of daylight were just visible through a gap in the window shutters. He glanced around the unfamiliar room, his eye taking in the washstand and basin, heavy wardrobe and easy chair. Not exactly the Ritz, he mused. But on his meagre army pay of £95 a year, 10 shillings a week for lodging was all he could afford. His landlady, Mrs Arkwright, seemed friendly enough, if a little gruff, and her boarding house was well placed, just three streets away from the cavalry barracks on Hulme Street.

    He glanced at his fob-watch on the side table and saw to his horror the time: 5.15 a.m. Reveille had sounded fifteen minutes earlier; Stables began at 5.30, and it would not do to be late. Not with a commanding officer like Harris. He dressed and shaved as quickly as he could, buckled on his sword and took the stairs two at a time. In the hall stood the formidable bulk of Mrs Arkwright, barring his way to the door. ‘Will you be wanting tea, Mr Hart?’

    ‘Not today, thank you. I’m in a fearful hurry,’ said George, as he edged past his landlady, one hand on his sword pommel, the other holding his helmet.

    ‘I’ve just made a pot.’

    ‘No time!’

    George pounded down the street, his boots echoing on the cobbles, and was still a couple of hundred yards shy of the entrance to the barracks as the clock struck the half-hour. He shot past the startled sentry on the gate and, breathing hard, entered the troop stable-block, where he was met by Marter and his troop sergeant, a solid fellow with a fine pair of ginger whiskers.

    ‘You’re cutting it a bit fine on your first day!’ admonished Marter.

    ‘I know, sir. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’

    ‘It had better not. This is Sergeant Tomkinson, by the way. He’ll show you the ropes.’

    For the next hour or so, George and Tomkinson toured the stable-block, talking to the troopers as they groomed their horses. With Stables almost over, he looked in on his own mount, Emperor, a sturdy sixteen-hand Irish hunter in the care of his orderly, Trooper Murphy. He had been introduced to Murphy the night before, and took to him immediately. A dark, wiry man from County Carlow, to the south of Dublin, Murphy had been raised on a smallholding and knew more about horses than people. George was no slouch on a horse, having ridden since the age of three, but caring for them was a different matter. And in Murphy he had found just the man.

    George opened the door to the stall and found Murphy hard at work with a body brush. ‘How’s he today?’ he asked, nodding towards the chestnut gelding eating hay.

    The horse responded first to the familiar voice, raising its head and snorting. ‘Just fine, sir,’ added Murphy. ‘If a little skittish. ’Spect he needs some exercise.’

    ‘Well, it won’t be long now.’

    As if on cue, a bugle signalled the end of Stables. ‘Time for breakfast, sir,’ said Murphy. ‘Riding Drill’s at seven forty-five. See you then.’

    Marter and a handful of officers were already seated at the long mahogany table, tucking into assorted dishes, when George entered the officers’ mess. ‘Gentlemen,’ said Marter, ‘meet our latest recruit, Cornet George Hart.’

    George smiled. A couple of officers nodded in response. No one spoke. Unconcerned, George served himself scrambled eggs and devilled kidneys from the sideboard, and sat down next to Marter.

    ‘Not there,’ said Harris, who had just entered the room with Adjutant Bell, a thin, weasel-faced officer. ‘Subalterns sit at the bottom of the table. We adhere strictly to rank in the King’s Dragoon Guards.’

    ‘My apologies, sir,’ said a chastened George. ‘I didn’t know.’

    ‘Well, the sooner you learn our ways, the better,’ replied Harris, taking his own seat at the head of the table.

    George reddened. With no one to talk to, he ate in silence. Even at the more populous end of the table, conversation was kept to a minimum. Once Harris had taken his leave, however, the atmosphere relaxed and Marter turned to George. ‘Don’t mind the colonel, Hart. He’s a terror for precedence and abhors banter during breakfast. Now, I don’t think you’ve met our second-in-command, Major Wingfield.’

    Marter was gesturing towards a tall, slightly balding officer near the head of the table.

    ‘Pleased to meet you, Major,’ said George.

    ‘You too, Hart,’ said Wingfield. ‘Welcome to the KDG. I hope you don’t regret your choice.’

    ‘Thank you, Major. I’m delighted to be here. But I didn’t get to choose a regiment. I was simply informed by the Horse Guards that I had been accepted by the KDG and told when to report!’

    ‘Is that so? No matter, you’re here now.’

    ‘Gentlemen!’ interrupted Harris’s voice from the doorway. ‘If it isn’t too much trouble, Riding Drill begins in five minutes. I don’t need to remind you that the inspector-general of Cavalry will be attending our field day on Thursday, and I would not like him to find fault with any aspect of the regiment.’


An hour in and George was beginning to enjoy Riding Drill. The eight troops of the regiment – 320 sabres in all – had already completed a number of complicated manoeuvres without a hitch. They had moved from a closed column of troops, four riders abreast, to the looser open column, and from open column to line. George knew from Sandhurst that a cavalry regiment would always arrive on the battlefield in column formation, either closed or open, depending on the terrain, and then attack in a single line, two ranks deep, with the officers slightly to the fore and the bugler signalling the change in pace from walk to trot, gallop and finally charge. As the KDG swept across the field that morning, hooves drumming and swords pointing the way, it had seemed to an excited George that nothing could stand in the way of that wall of horseflesh. But with no opposition it was hard to tell.

    Once the charge had been accomplished to Harris’s satisfaction, the regiment reverted back to an open column of troops, one behind the other. Harris was scrutinizing each troop as it rode past, and when E Troop came level, he barked, ‘Hart! Carry your sword, sir. Can’t you carry your sword properly?’

    George quickly checked the position of his sword. As per regulation, it was in his right hand at ‘the slope’, pointing upwards and leaning against his right shoulder, while his left hand controlled Emperor’s reins. He was mystified by the criticism, and chose to ignore it; but as soon as Riding Drill was over, he rode up to Harris and asked him what he had done wrong. ‘Your sword hand was too low. Make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

    ‘That, sir, was the position I was taught at Sandhurst.’

    ‘Well, you’re not at Sandhurst now. You’re in the King’s Dragoon Guards, and we do things properly here. You may look the part, Hart, with your easy smile and natty uniform. But you and I know what you really are, or rather what you’re not. And that, sir, is a gentleman.’

    George could feel the familiar red mist beginning to descend. The last time it had happened, at Sandhurst, he had knocked down a fellow cadet who had been taunting him. His intention now was just as violent. He nudged Emperor closer to Harris, but before he could strike, a hand grabbed his bridle and led him away. It was Marter’s.

    ‘Not a good idea,’ said Marter, as they rode away. ‘Unless, that is, you want to be cashiered.’

    Harris watched them until they were out of sight. He then turned to Adjutant Bell and said, ‘Did you see that? He was within an inch of attacking me! Damn Marter for interfering.’


For the next week or so George kept out of Harris’s way. But the bad feeling between them was palpable and it came to a head during musketry practice at the Hilton Firing Range in the Peak District, sixteen miles due west of Manchester. Sergeant Tomkinson was in bed with influenza, and in his absence George had been put in charge of the troop’s thirty newest recruits. His task, as relayed to him by Adjutant Bell the previous evening, was to work the men until they were capable of firing four aimed rounds a minute, which meant hitting a target known as a butt, twelve inches in diameter, at a range of 200 yards. The time allotted for this training was just three hours, because at noon Colonel Harris would arrive for a demonstration by a random soldier of his choice. And failure, Bell stressed, was not an option. Soldiers from the King’s Dragoon Guards had won the last three annual inter-cavalry shooting competitions. The reputation of the regiment was at stake.

    Given that the basic proficiency level for all cavalrymen was to achieve a rate of fire of seven aimed rounds a minute, the task did not appear to George to be that onerous. Moreover the weather conditions at the picturesque range – a lush meadow surrounded by craggy peaks – were perfect: light cloud, no wind and good visibility. On the other hand, George had little experience of the carbine his men would use, and they had even less. To compensate, he had spent the previous evening mugging up on the weapon’s characteristics.

    ‘Now, pay attention, men,’ said George, as he held up the short-barrelled weapon for all to see. ‘This is the Martini-Henry carbine. It has the same falling-breech mechanism as the infantry’s rifle, but with a shorter barrel so that it can be stowed in the leather bucket attached to your saddles. It fires a heavy .45-calibre hardened lead bullet with a muzzle velocity of 1,350 feet per second. That’s enough firepower to stop an elephant or tear the limb off a man. It’s sighted up to 1,000 yards and extremely accurate at half that range. You’re only required to hit targets at 200 yards. How hard can that be?’

    George looked along the line of recruits facing him in their scarlet stable jackets with blue facings. They were mostly in their teens with the fresh-faced, ruddy look of the rural poor. One or two stood out on account of their height, but the majority seemed below the cavalry minimum of 5’ 5”, a good half a foot shorter than George himself. He scanned their faces, waiting for a response; nothing, beyond the odd inane grin and sideways glance.

    ‘Very wise,’ said George at last. ‘Truth is, the Martini-Henry’s a fine weapon in experienced hands; but for novices it takes some getting used to, particularly its recoil, as you’re about to discover. And it’s not without its defects: it has a tendency to jam, either because sand and dust gets into the breech mechanism or because prolonged firing melts the thin brass of its empty cartridges, making them difficult to extract; also the rifling in the barrel has a tendency to foul, producing a kick even more vicious than usual. The trick is to keep it clean at all times and you won’t have any problems.’

    George handed the carbine to Trooper Murphy, who was standing at ease alongside him. ‘Murphy will show you how it’s done. The more observant of you will have noticed that he’s wearing on his lower sleeve the crossed rifles of a marksman. That means he’s capable of hitting ten bull’s-eyes out of ten at 400 yards. Your task is much easier. The only difficulty is that you’ve got to repeat the feat four times in a minute. All right, Murphy, the loading procedure first.’

    Murphy stepped forward a pace, the carbine cradled across his body. ‘You load like this,’ he said, pulling down the lever behind the trigger guard with his right hand. This dropped the breechblock, so enabling Murphy to insert a cartridge, which he extracted from a pouch on his belt. He then closed the breech by raising the lever to its original position. ‘It’s now ready to fire.’

    ‘Thank you,’ said George, before turning back to the men. ‘And don’t forget: there’s no safety; as soon as you close the breech, the gun is cocked. So mind where you point it. Carry on, Murphy.’

    His orderly turned back towards the targets in the distance, knelt down on one knee and fired off three rounds in the space of twenty seconds. Each shot made a surprisingly loud boom, jerking the barrel of the rifle and shrouding the muzzle for a second or two in thick white smoke. The air was heavy with the acrid smell of gunpowder. A runner reported back two bulls and an inner ring.

    ‘So you see,’ said a grinning George to the recruits, ‘even a marksman has his off days. And you’ll have noticed that, while it’s easier to shoot straight on a still day, you have to wait longer between each shot for the smoke to disperse. On a windy day it’s blown away almost immediately. And that’s just the effect of one soldier firing. Imagine the smoke that’s generated by a troop firing volleys. But we’ll come to that. For now just concentrate on loading, aiming and firing independently.’

    And they did – for two whole hours, at the end of which time the recruits were a sorry-looking bunch, their ears ringing, their shoulders sore and their faces grimed with soot. About a third of the group had reached the necessary level of competence and was told to fall out.

    ‘The rest of you,’ George told them, ‘are going to have to do better. You’re either hitting the target but are taking far too long to load and aim or you’re firing too soon and missing. We need to split the difference.’

    George looked at his pocket-watch. It was five past eleven and Harris was due at noon. Nowhere near enough time, but they had to try. ‘You’ve got just under an hour. Get on with it.’

    As the firing resumed, George walked slowly along the line, ready to offer advice where needed. He stopped behind one recruit, a freckled-faced redhead of medium build, and watched him loosing off one wild shot after another. ‘What’s your name, Trooper?’

    ‘Penhaligon, sir.’

    ‘And where’re you from?’

    ‘Near Redruth in Cornwall, sir.’

    ‘Well, you’re the first Cornishman I’ve met with a tendency to rush. Take your time. When you’ve got the target lined up, take a deep breath and hold it. Then gently squeeze the trigger.’

    The trooper did as he was bidden. Crack, sounded the next shot, followed by an imperceptible shudder of the straw target.

    ‘High on the right, if I’m not mistaken. Try again.’

    Penhaligon reloaded and took even more time. This time the bullet struck the outer ring.

    ‘Well done,’ said George, patting him on the shoulder. ‘You see the reward for a bit of patience? Keep at it.’

    George continued his pacing, encouraging the good shots and correcting the bad. With the time almost up, he asked Murphy how the men were doing. ‘Pretty well, sir,’ came the reply. ‘Most can manage four in a minute. Fingers crossed the colonel doesn’t choose one of the others.’

    ‘Luck be damned. Let’s reduce the odds by putting the poor shots at either end of the line. Colonel Harris is bound to choose one of the men in the centre: it’s human nature.’

    ‘Good thinking, sir. I’ll do just that.’

    The sound of hoof beats announced the arrival of Harris, Major Wingfield and Adjutant Bell. Harris dismounted and, with the others in his wake, strode up to George. ‘Good morning, Hart. I trust your men are up to scratch.’

    ‘They’re almost there, sir.’

    ‘Almost there, nothing. If they can’t manage five hits in a minute after a morning’s instruction, they’re not fit to serve in the KDG.’

    ‘Excuse me, sir,’ said George, frowning. ‘Did you say five strikes? The adjutant assured me that your requirement, at this early stage of the recruits’ training, was only four aimed shots a minute.’

    ‘Four? Nonsense. Even a child could manage four. No, I certainly said five.’

    ‘That’s as may be, sir. But the adjutant must have misheard you because he definitely said four to me.’

    Harris snorted and turned to Bell. ‘Did you say four or five to Cornet Hart?’

    ‘I most assuredly said five, sir.’

    ‘There you are, Hart. We both said five, so five it is. Carry on with the demonstration.’

    ‘Sir, I must protest. Adjutant Bell’s memory is faulty. If he had said five to me, I would not have spent the morning trying to achieve a lesser rate of fire.’

    Harris looked angry now. ‘Are you calling the adjutant a liar?’

    ‘No. But he is mistaken.’

    ‘On the contrary, Hart, it is you that is mistaken. Now carry on.’

    George looked at Wingfield, imploring him to intervene, but the second-in-command had no wish to face Harris’s ire and he averted his gaze. George was on his own. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said after a pause. ‘Would you care to select a soldier?’

    ‘That one will do,’ said Harris, pointing towards Trooper Penhaligon, who was standing among the average-to-good shots between the centre and the end of the line. Like the rest of the recruits, he was doing his best not to attract attention; his freckles must have singled him out. George breathed a sigh of relief: his ruse had worked. Penhaligon was not the best shot, but he was far from the worst, and had improved out of sight thanks to George’s instruction.

    ‘All right, Penhaligon,’ said George. ‘Five hits in a minute, if you please.’

    Penhaligon looked puzzled. ‘Did you say five hits, sir?’

    ‘I did.’

    ‘Very well, sir. I’ll do my best.’ Penhaligon settled into the prone firing position, legs spread behind him, the barrel of his carbine supported by the palm of his left hand. In easy reach of his right hand he placed a pile of cartridges. George crouched down beside him and whispered, ‘Do your best, Penhaligon. And remember to take your time. Better to have four hits than five misses.’

    Penhaligon nodded.

    ‘When you’re quite ready,’ said Harris. ‘Adjutant Bell will time you.’

    Bell stepped forward, fob-watch in hand. ‘Trooper, you have one minute, starting from  . . . now!’

    Penhaligon pulled the lever to open the breech and reached for the first cartridge, but he was too hasty and fumbled it before grabbing another and stuffing it into the breech. When he tried to raise the lever, it refused to go. The bullet was not sitting squarely in the breech, and he wasted precious seconds realigning it. By now he had lost all composure and his hurried shot was high and wide.

    ‘Don’t worry,’ encouraged George. ‘Plenty of time.’

    Penhaligon reloaded, took careful aim and fired. A hit, followed by three more. As he reached for the sixth cartridge, Bell called time.

    ‘A gallant effort,’ said Harris to George, ‘and a shame about that first shot. But there’s no place in the KDG for substandard soldiers. All the other recruits are confined to barracks until they’ve attained the required musketry standard. The trooper who failed the test is discharged forthwith.’

    ‘Discharged?’ spluttered George, looking from Harris to the bewildered Penhaligon and back again. ‘For missing a single shot in five? He reached the standard asked for by Adjutant Bell yesterday. If I’d been told to achieve five aimed shots in a minute, I’d have said it was impossible. These are raw recruits, for heaven’s sake.’

    ‘Nothing’s impossible, Hart. Try to remember that. And if you persist in calling the adjutant a liar, I’ll have no option but to put you under arrest, pending a court martial.’

    ‘I never used the word liar, sir. I simply say the adjutant’s memory is playing him false.’ George turned towards the smirking Bell. ‘Will you swear on your mother’s life that you said five rather than four?’

    Bell hesitated, prompting Harris to intervene. ‘He will do no such thing. Your behaviour is insubordinate, Hart. Take your men back to barracks while I decide on your punishment.’

    George was shaking with fury. He had been set up, he was sure of that. And the end result: his men had been unfairly punished and, worse, a promising young soldier had been turned out into the street. Harris, he realized, was capable of just about anything, and he would have to tread extremely carefully in future. He was about to salute and take his leave when he suddenly remembered one crucial detail. He had made a note of Bell’s instructions in his pocket book.

    ‘One moment, sir. Might it help to refresh the adjutant’s memory if I showed him a written record of our conversation last
























Author’s Note

This book came out of a meeting I had with George MacDonald Fraser, the creator of the Harry Flashman novels, two years before his death in 2008. I asked Fraser whether he planned to make good on hints in previous books that he would depict Flashman in the Zulu War of 1879. He said no. Six months later I pitched the idea of a novel set in that war to Hodder and Zulu Hart is the result.

    I knew my central character had to be very different from Fraser’s scurrilous anti-hero. Thus I created George Hart, the son of an English VIP and brought up a gentleman, but of mixed Irish-African descent on his mother’s side and therefore a man with a foot in both camps, capable of seeing the British Empire from the perspective of both ruler and ruled. He is, I hope, a character that modern readers can empathize with.

    As a historian of Victorian warfare, I was determined to make this book as authentic as possible. George’s VIP father, for example, is a real historical figure who had ‘a penchant for actresses’, secretly (and illegally) marrying one and having two illegitimate sons by her. Both were gamblers and spendthrifts who went on to have moderately successful military careers. Their father fought in the Crimea, but did not cover himself with glory at the hard-fought battles of Alma and Inkerman, where he failed to cope under pressure.

    George’s nemesis Sir Jocelyn Harris is a fictional creation but very loosely modelled on that arch-snob and martinet Lord Cardigan, who quarrelled with most of his officers, wounding one in a duel and secretly recording the conversation of another (for which he was condemned and sacked from the command of the 15th Hussars). Cardigan had earlier abused the ‘purchase system’ to rise from cornet to lieutenant colonel in just six years. He would go on to command the infamous Charge of the Light Brigade, and return from the Crimea a hero, but questions about his conduct that day would contrive to dog him.

    The brief time George spends with the 1st (King’s) Dragoon Guards in 1877 is a faithful record of that regiment’s activities when it was, as I state, stationed in Manchester. Among its troop officers was a Captain Marter, who later gained fame as the captor of King Cetshwayo in Zululand in August 1879. Its second-in-command, Major Winfield, had a few years earlier invented the game of ‘Sphairistike’, an early form of lawn tennis.

    Many of the details of George’s trip out to Africa are based on the diary of a Lieutenant Molyneux, aide-de-camp to Lord Chelmsford, who travelled out with his chief on board the steamer SS American in January 1878. Also on board were Lieutenant Colonel Wood, VC, Major Buller, Major (later Lieutenant Colonel) Crealock, Captain (later Major) Gossett and Lieutenant Melvill. The flogging of Private Thomas (another fictional creation) is based on an actual punishment parade that took place a year later on board a troopship bound for Durban.

    Most of the main events in Africa prior to and during the Zulu War were as I describe: the long deliberation of the Boundary Commission (one of whose members was Lieutenant Colonel Anthony Durnford); the pro-Zulu stance of the Colenso family; the recapture and execution of two (I only mention one) of Chief Sihayo’s wives by his sons and one of his brothers; the gradual build-up of troops on the Zulu border; Sir Bartle Frere’s cynical delivery of an ultimatum that he knew the British government did not support and King Cetshwayo could not accept; and, finally, the invasion of Zululand and the blunders that resulted in the catastrophic defeat at Isandlwana and, just a few hours later, the heroic defence of Rorke’s Drift.

    For the purposes of plot I have taken one or two minor liberties with the historical record. There is, for example, no evidence that Bishop Colenso ever tried to give King Cetshwayo an early warning of the Boundary Commission’s favourable decision, nor that Henry Fynn had a grudge against Chief Matshana and plotted with Colonel Crealock to destroy him. On the other hand it was Fynn who convinced Lord Chelmsford that the main Zulu army intended to link up with Matshana in the vicinity of the Mangeni Gorge, thus prompting the general to fatally divide his column on the morning of 22 January 1879. Colonel Crealock, meanwhile, was the man who orchestrated the cover-up for the defeat by lying on oath to the court of inquiry that he had ordered Durnford to ‘take command’ of the camp at Isandlwana in Chelmsford’s absence. The actual order – recovered from the battlefield and suppressed for a number of years – had simply instructed Durnford to ‘march to this camp at once with all the force you have with you’. Only when the truth about the battle became known later that year did HRH the Duke of Cambridge, the commander-in-chief, exonerate Durnford in a secret memorandum that did not come to light until the 1960s.

    At our meeting in 2006, George MacDonald Fraser told me the trick to writing about real people was to ‘stay true to the spirit of the person’. I have tried to heed that advice, particularly in the case of Colonel Crealock. There is, for example, no doubt that Crealock was hugely influential in all of the bad decisions that Lord Chelmsford made during the Zulu War. Sir Garnet Wolseley, Chelmsford’s replacement, acknowledged this when he described his predecessor in his journal as a ‘weak tool in the hands of Crealock, whom everyone execrates as neither a soldier nor a gentleman’. Such a man was certainly capable, if not guilty, of the misdeeds that I attribute to him.

    For any readers who would like to delve further into the history of the period, I recommend the following books:
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Writing a novel, I discovered, is very much a collaborative effort. The most telling contributions were made by my editor Nick Sayers and his assistant Anne Clarke who together helped to transform my pig’s ear of an early manuscript into something approaching a silk purse. And to everyone else at Hodder who has worked so hard on the book – Kerry, Susan, Mark, as well as Kelly, Lucy, Diana, Jason and their teams, in particular Aslan and Laura – I’m extremely grateful.
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