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Prologue
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I am Jack Roberts. I began my career with the army fighting against the Zulus and it ended when I lost my left arm at the battle of Omdurman. My journey back from the Sudan was one where I came to terms with the loss of my limb. The despair I had felt when I had woken and seen the raw stump was replaced by relief. The nurses and doctors at the hospital had been kind but they had also pointed out how lucky I was. I was alive and I could still use my right arm. The long journey back to England helped me to learn to live with my disability. I even managed, by the time we passed Gibraltar, how to fill and light my pipe one handed. The sense of achievement was overwhelming. As a wounded hero of Omdurman, I was treated well on the voyage back to England. The gratitude of ordinary people humbled me but I disliked sympathy. Everyone who met me on the way back, seeing my uniform and my injury assumed that I was some kind of hero. I didn’t feel that way. I had just done my duty. 

I determined to make something of myself but I did not know what. I had a pension and, as I had been an officer when I retired, it was better than it would have been as a sergeant major. For that, I was grateful to General Kitchener. The transformation from a man filled with self-pity to one who saw hope was complete by the time I reached London. I was in a better frame of mind than I had been in the Egyptian hospital. I reached the city too late to take a train to Liverpool and so I took a room in a hotel. I chose one that was close to Whitehall. I liked the sight of the uniforms. I had lived in the world of soldiers for a long time and it was comforting to see them.

I walked up the Tottenham Court Road. The receptionist at the hotel had told me they had some good bookshops there. I had not bought any presents for my niece and nephew. I guessed that they were too old for toys and books would do. After buying a couple of nice books I found a pub just along from Trafalgar Square. I entered as I saw a couple of off-duty soldiers leaving with smiles on their faces. That was a good enough recommendation for me. It had the smell of English food wafting through the door too and that enticed me. The food on the ship had been excellent but the smell of the roasting meat was irresistible. When I looked at the hand pumps on the bar and saw that they also served porter then I settled myself down to enjoy a couple of pints and savour the roast pork with apple sauce and roast potatoes. I had finished it and was on my second pint when I heard a voice I had not heard for some time.

“Jack, is that you?”

I looked up and saw my first officer from my days with the ESEG. It was Colonel Dickenson and he was now, not just a colonel, but he had the red tabs of the general staff. He was moving up the greasy ladder. I stood, “Congratulations on the promotion, sir.”

He took in my civilian clothes and then my stump, “Sit, for goodness sake.” I sat. “I can see that you have a tale to tell. Do you mind if I join you?”

“Of course not.”

“What’ll you have?”

“A pint of the porter, sir, if you don’t mind.”

I had filled my pipe and had it going by the time he returned. He sat and raised his glass to toast me, “Here’s to old friends and those who never came back.”

“Amen to that, sir. Cheers.” I drank and then after placing the glass on the table took my pipe. It was still burning and I sucked on it. When it was drawing easily and I was aware that I was being studied I said. “I lost the lower arm at Omdurman. Private Adams, Ged, died there.”

“Adams?” I saw him struggling to recall the name, “Oh, the batman. That is a shame. Tell me all.” By the time I had finished, he said, “I know I should miss the life of an active soldier, Jack, but I don’t. I am married now and have three children. I drink here most days and the biggest threat in my life is a paper cut.”

“Well, sir, my life will change so perhaps I will enjoy a life of peace.”

“Are you in London for long? I would love my wife to meet you.”

I shook my head, “I want to see my son as soon as I can. I will get the first train I can in the morning.”

“How old is, what is his name, Griff?”

“Seventeen coming up to eighteen.”

“Working?”

“Do you know, sir, I don’t know. When I left for Sudan he was still at school, and you know how letters are often late.”

“If I can do anything for him. I mean if he wants to join the army like his father...There are places at the Military College and we can put forward the names of sons of the men who have served their country. You, more than anyone, have served your country and served it well. Just let me know,”

“I will, sir, but first I need to speak to him. I have missed most of his childhood.” I shrugged, “It is another reason I want to get home as fast as I can, sir.”

He shook his head, “I am such a fool. Where are you staying?” I told him. “One of my duties is the issuing of travel warrants. I think a hero of Omdurman deserves to travel 1st Class. I shall send over a travel warrant to your hotel.”

“There’s no need, sir.”

“Jack, there is every need. I may no longer be a proper soldier, but I respect those, like you, who were. Britain needs to honour its heroes and that is what you are, a hero.” I nodded, “One thing though, as it is a military pass you will have to wear your uniform.”

The messenger arrived just an hour after I had bid farewell to my old commanding officer. He must have gone back to his office to do it. I was touched by the gesture. He had gone out of his way to help me. The train ticket meant I would travel in comfort. One thing my loss of a limb had done was make everyone solicitous. The hotel had two porters carry my chest to the hansom cab and, at the station, the cab driver ensured that railway porters assisted me in carrying my luggage to the train. He even wished to refuse the tip.

I shook my head, “I don’t need charity, my friend. You have been more than helpful and I am just rewarding that good service.”

The train was at the platform as this was a terminus and they loaded my chest in the luggage van They both saluted me and I stood to attention when they did so. I went to find a seat. I saw the pipe smoke and chose that compartment. There was another occupant already there. Wearing glasses and smoking a pipe he was reading a book. He smiled, “A hero’s farewell, my friend, and I can see that you have had adventures. The medals, the tanned skin and the lost limb all speak of a life well lived. . If you too are travelling to Liverpool, we have a long journey ahead of us and it will wile away the hours. I am Rudyard Kipling, writer and poet, formerly of India and latterly of Charing Cross Road.”

“I am Lieutenant Jack Roberts, sir, and I doubt that my story would interest you.”

“Your tanned skin, the campaign medals and the lost arm tell something different.” 

I sighed and took out my pipe, I began to fill it. 

He chuckled, “Better and better. I am guessing the lost arm is recent and yet you have mastered something which I thought impossible.” He settled back into his seat, took out a pencil and notepad and said, “Go on, Jack. Tell your tale.”

I had told the story many times. Over the years people had been interested in the story of Rorke’s Drift. On the voyage home the civilian passengers had dragged the story from me. The result was that the words seemed to flow and I was able to speak without too many halts. Omdurman was still a raw wound and my account of that was a little less detailed. By the time we had reached Crewe, Rudyard Kipling had filled many pages of his little notepad.

He closed his notebook and said, “God, but you have lived.” He leaned over and shook my hand, “I admire men like you more than you can know, Jack. The Kitcheners of this world will reap all the glory but it is the boots of men like you that have made the empire what it is. And now what?”

I held up the stump of an arm, “With this what can I do? I am a cripple and suited to nothing. I have my pension and I shall live but I have to say, Mr. Kipling, that I will not rest easy sitting on my rear and doing nothing. I began work when I was barely a youth and I have worked ever since. I am not a lazy man.”

He had his pipe going and he nodded, “Without causing offence, Jack, can you write? I mean I know many ordinary soldiers who cannot write. It does not make them lesser men but is a sad inditement of the way we educate our young.”

“I can write but I cannot see myself working as a clerk, can you?”

He laughed, “I never thought that for a moment. If you can write, then write stories. Jack, you have kept me enthralled all the way from London. You are a natural storyteller. You have given me inspiration for a dozen stories. Just write down your experiences in the way you spoke them to me. There are many writers who are far too literary, I am not one, I am more of a writer like Mark Twain or Mr Dickens. I like to entertain.”

The idea appealed but I shook my head, “I am a working-class boy, Mr. Kipling, a publisher would reject me out of hand.”

He shook his head and handed me a card, “Here are my contact details. I have a publisher and when you are ready then send your work to me and I promise that I will get it published. You will not make a fortune. Publishers take the lion’s share of the money earned. I am a case in point. To make money I have to tour America and speak to audiences. The publishers will earn more from the books that I sell as a result but at least I will have expenses and be paid for the audiences who sit and listen to me. One day writers will be rewarded for their work but not in our lifetimes. That is not the point though, is it? This will occupy your mind, as well as your time. You will also be passing on to the next generation the true stories of what it was like to be a soldier of the queen.” I nodded, “One piece of advice I had from Mark Twain the American writer was, ‘Get your facts first and then you can distort ‘em as much as you please.’ It is good advice.”

We chatted for the last few miles about his tour of America. The Americans, it seemed, loved his stories and his British accent. He made sure that I had the first cab as he only had to go to a hotel. He would board his ship the next day. As the cab took me to the home I would now share with my aunt, son and sister-in-law, niece and nephew, I had the stirrings of an idea and a way that I could keep myself occupied. Mr Kipling had not given me any false illusions. I would not make a fortune from my writing, but I had never been interested in money. That had been my brother Billy’s Achilles heel, he had sought money and power. It had cost him his life. I would choose an easier life but one filled with work.
Griff
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I missed my father. That was strange as he had rarely been at home when I had been growing up yet when he was there I felt closer to him than any other human being. I loved Aunt Sarah who was as close to a mother as I had known. My father’s sisters did not feel like family but Uncle Billy’s widow, Aunt Bet did. The mother of my two cousins was like a friend and I was happy in their home but I needed my father. It was strange really as I had now left school and was a man. Most of those with whom I had studied were now working. Some had even left home yet I missed my father.

I had completed my education and all that I wanted to do was to go to university. I loved studying and I had applied for a place at the new Manchester University. I was not arrogant enough to think that I would be accepted at Oxford, Cambridge or Durham but I hoped I could gain a scholarship to Manchester. It was a young University and I thought I might just win a place. I had failed. The rejection letter, when it arrived, made me feel as though my life was worthless. Aunt Sarah told me that there were many jobs that I could do and I would find them rewarding. I don’t think that Aunt Sarah understood the idea of university. It did not seem, to her, as though it would lead anywhere. She ran through a whole list of what she termed, ‘proper jobs’, but none appealed. Whatever job I took would only be second or third best. I needed the advice of my father for I wanted to join the army. I knew that Aunt Sarah and Aunt Bet both disapproved of the army life. I could understand that. It had kept my father away from us through my formative years yet when he spoke of his time in the army and his comrades he made it sound like a warm and cosy place. If I could not continue to study then I would like a life of action. While my father was in Sudan I had enjoyed shooting with old Joe and I found that I was a good shot. I liked to be out in the woods hunting with the old gamekeeper. He had often told me that I could do his job easily but that I was too clever for that. There lay my dilemma. What to do with the skills that I had acquired? I had learned Arabic with my father and kept it up for there were Arabic speakers who lived in Liverpool. I could also speak French. That was thanks to my Grammar School education and the fearsome Mr Morley. I would be eighteen soon and I had to make a decision. I could not live off my family forever- it was not our way. I acted as a sort of tutor to little Jack and Victoria. Jack was a bright boy but a little lazy and he was not doing as well at the Grammar School I had attended as I had. Victoria was a sponge who soaked everything up but girls at her school were trained to be good housewives. She would be leaving school soon enough and then would have the prospect of finding a job like Aunt Sarah or her mother had. Both would be a waste of her talents. Life was not fair.

When we received the telegram informing us that my father had been wounded at the Battle of Omdurman and was discharged from the army, I was both elated and deflated at the same moment. Elated that he was coming home bur concerned about the injury. What kind of wound? The telegram did not tell us and we knew that he would get home as soon as he could. How would a wound have changed him? When he sent a telegram from the ship he was travelling on he did not offer any more information, other than he would be home within the next weeks and he was looking forward to seeing his family. I would be able to sit and talk with him but I feared him returning with some horrible wound. 

The horse-drawn cab clip-clopping down the suburban street told us that my father was back. No one used a cab in our street and we raced out to greet him. I saw, first, his tanned face, his uniform and his medals. He stepped down and it was then I saw the stump. He was a cripple. My first thoughts were selfish. He would not be able to do all the things with me that I wanted to. As Aunt Sarah rushed up to him to embrace him, I helped the driver take down the chest and carry it into the house. I felt like a fraud. I had wanted my father home and yet it was Aunt Sarah who had greeted him. Even Jack and Victoria gave him a better welcome than I did. They saw the man and not the wound. The chest was heavy and we had to drag it into the hall. The driver went outside and my father paid him. I stood looking at the chest. It was undamaged but my father was not. The giggling Victoria led him in holding his good hand.

“Good to see you, Griff.”

“And you, Dad. A good journey?”

“A long one but it feels good to be home.” He shivered and laughed, “This weather will take some getting used to.”

Aunt Sarah said, “Griff, nip down to the butchers and buy a pound and a half of chuck. Ask him to dice it for you. That way it will cook quicker. There is money in my purse.”

I could not refuse and so I smiled and said, “Righto.”

The nearest butcher was almost a mile away. I ran there and back. Aunt Sarah beamed when I made it in the back door. She and Aunt Bet were chopping onions and vegetables. “Tea might be a bit late tonight but your dad likes his lob scouse. Go and talk to him, Griff.”

“And if my two are pestering him too much send them in here.”

When I walked into the front room it was silent. My father was smoking his pipe and Jack and Victoria were engrossed in the books he had bought them. They both lay on the floor much as I had done in Nan’s house, their heads resting on their arms and their legs in the air. I sat in the armchair next to the fire and opposite my father. He smiled. 

“Do you want a beer I can...” I began to rise.

“Sit. I can wait for a beer. I am not rushing off anywhere and I want to know all about my son.” I glanced down at Jack and Victoria. He understood and nodded, “Very well then, I will tell you about this.” He held up the stump. I tried to hide my horror at the injury, but I could not. “Griff, this will not rule my life. I may have to learn to adapt but I have done that all my life. I can light a pipe one handed and I am learning to dress myself too. It takes a little longer but I have all the time in the world now. I have left friends all over Africa, and your uncle, too. Life is precious to me and I am not going to waste it.”

I sighed, “You are right, and I am sorry. Do you mind if we wait until we are alone until I tell you my plans?”

He smiled, and pushed himself up, “I am guessing that Aunt Sarah is making a stew.”

“Lob Scouse.”

“Good, we have an hour. Let’s have a little walk, eh?”

“Good idea.”

We went to the hallway. Dad opened his chest and took out a civilian jacket. He laid his uniform on the chest. He was struggling to don the jacket and I went to help him. He said, gently, “I have to learn, son. Now how did I do it before?” He slipped his right hand in and then raised it so that his jacket slipped to the left. He hunched his shoulders over and was able to slide his stump in. He beamed, “There, not pretty but all my own work, eh Griff?” I was proud of my father. He was indomitable. I nodded and put my own jacket on. As we left he shouted towards the kitchen, “Griff and I are off for a pint. We won’t be long.”

The pub wasn’t far but there would be people in there and as soon as we reached the footpath I began to talk. It came out in a torrent. I was afraid that if I stopped I would not be able to start again. “Dad, I tried to get into University and failed the exam. I was not good enough. I thought I was because I did so well at school but that didn’t help me with the interview and the scholarship exam. I don’t want to work in an office. I waited until you came back but I want to join the army. I want to be a soldier.”

He said nothing at first and I wondered if he had heard me. Then he sighed, “Firstly, you are not a failure. No man who tries anything is a failure. The ones who never try are the failures. As for not wanting to work in an office...” he laughed, “you sound like me when my dad sent me to work in a factory. I didn’t like working in a factory and I understand what you are saying but... the army...it is a commitment, Griff. Are you sure?”

The pub was just ahead and I said, “I meet Joe regularly. He says I am a good shot. I can track in the woods and move silently.”

“There’s more to being a soldier than that but I am pleased that you have those skills.” He put his right arm around my shoulder and squeezed, “I will support you in this. We will have to get our tactics right with Aunt Sarah though. She will not like it.”

I laughed, “I know.”

When we entered there was a pleasant fug of smoke and the smell of beer in the bar side. “What do you drink these days?”

“When I meet Joe in here, I normally have a pint of mild. That is the only time I drink.”

“Good. A pint of mild and a pint of best bitter.”

The pints pulled and paid, for he nodded towards a corner table. We sat and he lifted his glass, “Cheers. It is good to be home, son.”

“Cheers and I am glad that you are back.”

He took out his pipe and I watched as he deftly filled it with one hand and then put it in his mouth. He took out the matches and put the box between his stump and his body. He struck the match and soon had the pipe going. He put the used match in the ashtray and then placed the matchbox on the table. I realised that he was not handicapped. He would work around the stump that was his arm. I saw that he smoked for a while and then put the pipe down so that he could drink. The pipe was still going when he replaced it. I had drunk half a pint of the dark mild before he spoke again.

“I think I can help you join the army.”

“You mean the Loyal Lancashires?”

He shook his head, “You are too clever to join as a private. I have a couple of connections. It might take some time but I think I can get you into the Royal Military Academy. You could become an officer.”

“An officer?”

He laughed, “I finished my career as an officer and I have to tell you, Griff, that you would make a good one.”

“I like the idea but what would I do until we had an answer?”

He put his pipe down and took a long drink of the bitter. He picked up the pipe but did not replace it at first, “I met Rudyard Kipling on the train this morning. He said I should become a writer. I know that I have the stories in my head but not necessarily the writing skills. You are a good writer. While we wait how about you and I work on the writing and we can also work on your Arabic. Language skills are always useful.”

“I have been working on my Arabic when I go into town.”

“Good. Well, what do you say? Shall we help each other?”

“That sounds like a plan.”

He put his pipe down and raised his glass, “Here’s to a father and son partnership.”

“Cheers.”

“Just one thing, let’s keep this between ourselves, eh?”

“Of course.”

We had two pints and I told him all that I had done while he gave me a grittier version of the Battle of Omdurman than the one he would tell at home. It brought us closer together. He trusted me and that was important. When we walked through the back door we were assaulted by the wonderful smell of Aunt Sarah’s stew. The recipe had been Nan’s and her mother's. It was something we ate every week and we all loved it.

“Just in time. Take off your coats and we will eat in the dining room.”

The house that Uncle Billy had bought was a palace compared to the tiny house in which I had grown up. The table was laid and I saw thickly sliced buttered bread, pickled beetroot and cabbage as well as piccalilli. The beer and the walk had given me an appetite not to mention the conversation. As we ate I said little. Aunt Bet and Aunt Sarah asked all the questions of my dad.

When it was all finished and we sat to enjoy a cup of tea, still seated around the table Dad said, “I will pay my way, Bet. I have a pension and I have plans. You let me know how much.”

“Don’t be daft, Jack, you did enough for us before. The money you got from Billy’s company keeps our heads well above water.”

“I pay my way!” I smiled. That was the Sergeant Major I remembered. Bet nodded.

The next day was a school day for Jack and Victoria. While the two women went shopping to fill the larder I sat with my dad and he wrote the two letters. He told me who they were going to. “One will go to Colonel Dickenson. He works at Whitehall but I shall include a letter for him to forward to General Kitchener. Both of them offered the chance to get you a place at the Military College.”

I nodded, “What will I do there?”

He smiled, “I am not completely sure but I think that you spend a lot of time studying. Regard it as a university for officers. Apparently, some start there as young as fourteen while others come after university.”

He could not have given me a better answer to my question. The letters written and the envelope addressed I took the letter down to the post office. Within a day or so it would be in London. I was excited beyond words.

When I returned, I found some lined paper and we sat while my father began to write his story. It was slow going at first because he was so nervous. I was not sure that my presence was helping so I suggested that I go into town to buy more notebooks and pens. The relief on his face told me that I was right. I came back on the same bus as Aunt Sarah and Aunt Bet. Aunt Sarah looked at the paper and asked, “I thought you had finished studying.”

I was aware that Dad had said to keep silent about his project. I just said, “You never know. You don’t mind do you?”

She sighed, “Griff, you are almost eighteen and have never done a day’s work in your life. You should be looking for a job.”

I smiled, “Would it surprise you to know, Aunt Sarah, that this morning I posted a letter and I hope that a career will come from it?”

“Yes, it would surprise me. What career?”

I tapped my nose, “Dad knows, and he is happy about it.”

Aunt Sarah did not like the answer. She had been as a mother to me since Nan had died and now my father was back. She frowned. Lovely Aunt Bet beamed, “That is good. Our little Jack might be starting work as soon as he leaves school. There is an opening at the White Star line for a shipping clerk. Sarah knows the manager there. The money is not the best but there are prospects.”

I used the opportunity to talk about Jack but I saw Aunt Sarah’s hawk-like gaze fixed upon me. She would worry at it like a cat with a ball of wool.

When we entered the house I shouted, “We’re home, Dad.”

I wanted him to be able to hide the evidence of his writing until he had the chance to tell Aunt Sarah of his decision.

As the two ladies disappeared into the kitchen, I went into the dining room. He had cleaned up the detritus of writing. “You will need to tell Aunt Sarah sooner rather than later, Dad. She is used to running this house.”

“And she can still run the house but I am back now and that means she no longer has to worry about you.”

“But she will. Since Nan died she has been the one to steer my course.”

He sighed, “You are right. This afternoon then I will tell her.”

“The writing?”

“And the letter to Whitehall. Best to get the storm over with in one fell swoop and then you can cast your eye over my writing.”

“You have finished?”

He laughed, “No, but I have made a start.”

We had sandwiches for lunch and I offered to do the washing up with Bet. We got on well and chattered on about Dad, Jack and Victoria. We had just finished the drying when Aunt Sarah came into the kitchen. Her face was filled with sadness and she shook her head. It was clear that my father had told his aunt of my decision, “The Army? What are you thinking?”

I put my arms out and hugged her. I remembered when her arms had enveloped me. Now her head just came to my chest. “I may not even be accepted. Dad is confident but...”

She pulled back and said, “You are just like your father. If you don’t get into the college then you will just join up. They will send you to South Africa to fight the Boers. Just like your father!” A thin smile creased her face, “You could have a worse model to follow.” She turned to Aunt Bet, “And my nephew fancies turning his hand to writing.”

Aunt Bet smiled, “I still have my typewriter in the loft. I could type up his stories.”

The fact that none of us had thought of that idea made all of us smile, especially my dad who was less than happy with his penmanship. Surprisingly, it made Aunt Bet happier than anyone. She could still be a mother but do something in which she had a real skill. The future looked bright. I went into the loft and brought the typewriter down. I spent the afternoon, under Aunt Bet’s supervision, cleaning the worst of the dust from it. There were a couple of faults and I would need to repair them before Aunt Bet could begin.

While we waited for a reply I had lessons in Arabic from my father and I gave him lessons in French. He wrote and asked for my advice on words. We worked out that he need not worry about spelling too much as, when he had finished, I would be able to correct it before Aunt Bet typed it out. I cleaned up the old machine properly. Joe had taught me how to strip down a gun and clean it. A typewriter was easier and I enjoyed the satisfaction of taking something that needed minor repairs and making it as good as new. I went with Aunt Sarah and we bought paper for the typewriter as well as the ribbons.

It was during this time of adjustment that Jack and Victoria left school. Jack had no time to enjoy, as I did, free time after leaving school. Aunt Sarah had secured him his job at the White Star line and he began to work there. Aunt Bet also decided that Victoria could learn a skill and whilst waiting for the first draft of my father’s tome to be finished, Victoria had typing lessons from her mother. Time passed as we lived our new lives.

Griff
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The letter came quicker than we anticipated. Two months after I had posted the letter we had a reply. Rather like the letters we had sent there were two. One was from Colonel Dickenson and the other from General Kitchener. They arrived within a day of each other. My father read them and said that they both gave the same news. I had a place at the college and the college would let me know my starting date. It seemed that while they normally had their main cohort start in September, they allowed others to join in the New Year. For me, that was both exciting and fearful. For Aunt Sarah it ended the hope that I might not join the army. The letter from the general was a long one. My father did not read the whole of both letters to me but told me what I needed to know. He looked serious when he had finished it, but I did not press him about the rest of its contents. The letter from the college came a week later. It confirmed what the other two had said. I was given a list of things that I would need. Aunt Sarah’s eyes rolled but my father was happy. Whatever expense was needed he would bear. He owed it to me, he said, for the years he had not been there.

A fortnight after the letter there was a knock at the door and when I opened it I saw, to my amazement, that it was two soldiers. The corporal said, “Does Lieutenant Roberts live here?”

“Yes, I will get him.” I suppose I should have asked what it was all about, but I was so shocked at seeing soldiers that I just went for my father.

When I returned with him, he said, “I was Lieutenant Roberts but I have retired.”

They both stood to attention and the corporal pointed to the road where I saw a wagon and horses, “We are here to deliver a chest to you, sir.”

They went back to the wagon and I said, “Curiouser and curiouser.”

They carried a metal trunk between them. We stood away from the door so that they could bring it in. After putting it down in the hall the corporal took a letter from his tunic. “This should explain it all, sir.”

“Would you like a cup of tea before you get back?”

The corporal shook his head, “We have to get back, sir, but thanks for the offer.”

The letter was from General Hunter.

Lieutenant Roberts,

I hope that you have recovered from your wound. Events moved so swiftly and that meant I was not able to bid you the proper farewell for you deserved more praise than you have received. 

The chest belonged to Private Adams. He left a will and named you as his heir. All of his belongings are in the chest. I can assure you that no one touched them. He was a brave soldier and died well.

Enjoy your retirement, Lieutenant, you deserve it.

Archibald Hunter

General

My father had a profoundly sad look on his face. “It belonged to my batman. He died at Omdurman.”

“I will take it into the kitchen and set it on the table. Aunt Sarah is in the back place doing the washing.” The washing was a whole day’s job and with Aunt Bet teaching Victoria my father’s aunt would be busy.

“I can take one handle, Griff, I am not helpless.”

I smiled, “I was just going to impress you with how strong I am, Dad, but if you insist.”

We manhandled it into the kitchen and lifted it onto the table. When we opened it, I saw that it was a lifetime of memories. Everything was neatly packed and organised. On the top was an envelope and it was addressed in a neat hand: Lieutenant Roberts.

“I will put the kettle on.” I could see that this was upsetting for him. It would be like being visited by a ghost.

“Thanks, Griff.” 

By the time the kettle had boiled he had read the letter. I poured the water on the leaves and then put the tea cosy on the teapot.

I saw that my father was weeping. They were silent tears. I said nothing. He coughed and handed me the letter, “Here, you might as well read it. Part of it concerns you.”

I took the letter but before I read it, I said, “But I never knew the man...how...”

“Just read and perhaps it might help you when you become an officer because people like Ged Adams are the reason the Empress has her empire.”

Sudan 1898

Dear Lieutenant Roberts,

If you are reading this letter then I am dead. I did leave a will but this is for you to read.

I hope I died well. Some of the chaps I served with died when they fell off their horses and I have lost count of the number of comrades who died of disease. 

As you know I have no family but in the short time I have served with you, I have come to regard you as the son I never had but always wanted. You are a proper soldier and it has been my honour to serve you. The chest has my life in it. Feel free to dispose of it as you wish but I hope that your son, Griff, might like some of the things in here. As I recall he likes soldiers and reading. There are books in there too. If the uniforms are any good to you then please have them with my blessing. There is also a little money box. It is not much after a lifetime of service, but I have been frugal with the money I have earned. I would like you and your son to use it. If your boy grows up to be anything like you then Britain will have another hero.

If you think of me now and then I hope it is with fondness.

Your batman and your friend,

Ged Adams

“He sounds like a nice man. I bet he and Joe would have got on like a house on fire.”

My father smiled, “I know that they would.”

He had placed the uniforms and belts on the back of a chair. There was a Webley service pistol in a holster and some ammunition as well as a cleaning kit. The books and toy soldiers he placed on the table. The figures were beautifully painted and well looked after. He took out the caps, hats and the single helmet and placed those on the table. I saw a cavalry sabre too. It looked unused. Finally, he took out the little money box. It was not so little. When he opened it, I saw that there was gold inside, guineas.

My father sat down and shook his head, “Who would have thought.”

I went to the teapot and poured us two mugs. We didn’t bother with the fancy china that Aunt Sarah liked. I knew how he took his tea and I handed him the mug. He just nodded and drank. I was learning that there were times when no words were needed. This was one such occasion. It took the whole mug for him to compose himself.

He pushed over the books, toy soldiers, pistol and holster, “These are for you. I have my own Sam Browne and Webley. Keep the gun safe and out of Jack’s reach. He is a good lad but...” I nodded. “If you want any of the uniforms or equipment they is yours.”

I shook my head, “Until I have finished college, I don’t know what I shall need.”

“Then I will store it.” He patted the metal chest, “This, however, you will need. It is sturdy and all we need to do is stencil your name on it.”

Just then the kitchen door opened and Aunt Sarah, a scarf tied around her head, came in. She took in the laden table and frowned, “What on earth...?”

My father said nothing but handed her the letter.

She read it and slumped into a chair. She said, “I am sorry...” She put her hand on my father’s.

He shook his head, “It is like he died again. It was the same when I came back after burying Billy. This house, Bet, the children, all of it reminded me of him.”

It took some time to bring order to the house but in that time I saw a change in my father. When everything was as it should be he took me into the dining room. “Now I know what to write, Griff. I had been trying to write about me and I couldn’t do it. I need to write about the lads I served with, the Geds, Syds and Jamies. I will tell my story through their eyes and I will start with Rorke’s Drift. I will write the real story of that incident.” He smiled, “It is a good job that your Auntie Bet hadn’t started typing, eh?”

From then on he was up every morning at the crack of dawn. I knew he was up early as by the time I came down there would be four or five pages for me to check and edit. There would be an empty pot of tea and a plate with the crumbs of his toast. We developed a routine. When I came down he would get up and go to make our porridge while I read what he had written and using red ink, for he insisted, I corrected his mistakes. Over the weeks the mistakes became fewer and by the time Christmas approached and with it my imminent departure to college, we had almost a hundred pages written. 

It was then that we involved Aunt Bet. The story was getting close to being finished and she would soon be able to type it up and send it to Rudyard Kipling’s publisher. My father had no confidence in himself and was not certain that it would be published. As we sat in the pub, having a quiet drink before Sunday lunch he said, “But it doesn’t matter if no one reads it. I enjoy the activity and, if nothing else you and the family can read it.”

I had read it and I shook my head, “It is a good story Dad and I enjoyed reading it. It is fiction but I know from the things you have told me that all the incidents that happened are real. You can tell that when you read it.”

He smiled, “Perhaps. Anyway, once you go to college, I won’t have anyone to read it and correct it.”

“Aunt Bet and Aunt Sarah could do that, I am sure, but let’s get this one sent off, eh?”

That Christmas was the best one I could remember, well, ever. Dad was home and we had a goose. Normally we made do with a large chicken but Aunt Sarah used some of the money my father contributed to the household and bought a goose. Little Jack was no longer little, he had turned fifteen, and having been at work for some time felt himself to be a man. He had inherited his father’s dress sense. While my father and I just wore clothes that were comfortable, Jack bought stylish clothes and on that Christmas Day, he dressed like a young man about town. He had used some of his pay to buy a fancy waistcoat and his mother had tailored one of his father’s old jackets to fit. That he was still barely a boy didn’t seem to matter. I was like my dad and clothes were just something to wear. I knew from the correspondence with the college that I would be wearing a military uniform at the college; not that of a soldier but a cadet. It was as I saw Jack with his new jacket and waistcoat that I realised I had soldier’s blood in me. Even had I gone to university I would still been at sea in terms of a career.

When we had been in Liverpool buying presents my father had gone into Dewar’s, the tobacconists. I had always liked the shop as there was a wooden Highlander soldier outside and I had passed and admired it each time when we had gone to Liverpool. It always made me think of my father. Inside he bought five cigars. I didn’t smoke and I didn’t think that Jack did either. After Christmas dinner, when the pudding had been eaten, he opened the bottle of port he had bought.

Aunt Sarah smiled, “Ah, now it is time for the men to enjoy port and cigars. Let us do the dishes.”

“I can go outside, Aunt Sarah.”

She shook her head and placed an ashtray on the table, “No, the smell of cigars is the smell of Christmas. When your mother and I were little children, our dad would always have a cigar after dinner. He said it made him feel like a gentleman.”

Left alone he said to us, “You don’t have to smoke. I shall have one and I will toast my dead comrades with the first glass of port and then savour the cigar with the second.” He poured three glasses. Neither Jack nor I had ever drunk port, but I could smell the drink as it glugged into the glass.

Jack shook his head, “If you don’t mind, Uncle Jack, I will decline the offer of a cigar. I am not certain that I would retain the contents of my dinner. The port, however, is something I would like to try.”

He nodded and pushed the glass over to my cousin. “Griff?”

“I suspect that if I ever do become an officer and we have mess dinners then I might well be expected to smoke. I shall try one now, Father, but if I don’t finish it, I hope you will not think any the less of me.”

“Of course not.” He pushed the glass over to me. Taking out the snipper he had also bought in Dewars he snipped off the end of the cigar he had in his mouth. He handed the tool to me. Then he took the cigar and put it between his stump and his side. He took out the ubiquitous tool he used to clean out his pipe. There was a long spike attachment. He made a hole in the opposite end of the cigar to where he had snipped it. Putting the cigar in his mouth he went to the fire and taking a taper warmed the end of the cigar while drawing on the end. I saw it glow and he nodded
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