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Аннотация
October 1913 and the St Vincent is in Portsmouth harbour, where four midshipmen have come to the end of their first two-year cruise. Called to Captain Ironside�s cabin, they learn their fate. Three are made sublieutenant, the fourth is pushed out of the Navy, a failure.
There was no tolerance in the Royal Navy for weaklings and incompetents who failed to master the basics. They were beaten for every infraction of the rules of seamanship, encouraging them to conform or to get out.
Adams, born to the elite, is made sublieutenant and posted to Iron Duke, flagship of the Grand Fleet, and the latest and largest of superdreadnoughts.
McDuff goes to Good Hope cruiser bound for the South Atlantic. An old ship, and he had hoped for better, but there were chances to specialise on an armoured cruiser.
Sturton, able and slightly maverick, hoped to be sent to another battleship where he could become a gunnery specialist, but instead goes to Sheldrake, a destroyer joining the Mediterranean Fleet. Destroyers were wet, cold, and uncomfortable, but it could be the making of his career.
Baker, the failure, had never fit in. He came from the wrong background and was ostracised aboard ship, left on his own to survive the best he could. Rejected by the Navy, he is forced to join the Territorial Army or be disowned by his rich, vulgar father. Nineteen years of age and dumped on the scrapheap.
War comes in August and the four young men meet its challenges in surprising ways.
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Chapter One

�Stand down from entering harbour. Assume Harbour Duties. Midshipmen Adams, Baker, McDuff and Sturton to Captain�s cabin, six bells, forenoon.�
It was October of 1913, the weather surprisingly clement for Portsmouth in autumn, the sun shining on HMS Victory and the scores of naval vessels clustered about the great harbour.
The voice bellowed from the bridge of St Vincent and the crew responded with the quiet efficiency of a long commission, now coming to its end as the dreadnought tied up in Portsmouth harbour prior to entering the yard for a major overhaul. The bulk of the officers and ratings would be posted away, a very few remaining with the ship while she was in dockyard hands for the better part of a year.
The four senior midshipmen knew they must be called to the cabin at this juncture in their careers. They had been aboard for two years, had crossed the Atlantic twice and sailed to South Africa and back by way of Gibraltar and six months in the Med. In that time they had served in navigation and gunnery departments and discovered much of the reality of naval life�� finding some to be as they had hoped during the years in Dartmouth, a little to be surprising, and the bulk of routine rather more tedious than juvenile imaginations had expected. They had completed the minimum of seatime demanded of the trainee and now must discover whether they had made the grade, had passed their final test. The ship was paying off, in the old-fashioned term, and they must be told what was to become of them.
Simon Sturton thought he had done quite well in his two years at sea. The Gunnery Officer had shown him some favouritism, discovering a gunnery specialist in him, and he hoped he might be sent to another battleship where he could build a career around the big guns. He had been beaten only once in the two years, and that for coming back aboard drunk from an evening ashore�� a trivial offence and his dozen earned and forgotten. Others in the Gunroom�� the midshipmen�s mess�� had been thrashed on an almost weekly basis, and generally well-deserved, too! A beating on the bare backside with the scabbard of a midshipman�s dirk hurt but, far more importantly, was a humiliation, a man being treated as the merest of boys.
There was no tolerance in the Navy for the weaklings and the incompetents who would not learn to keep themselves and their uniforms clean; who were late on watch; or who failed to master the basics demanded by the Navy. They had been beaten for every infraction of the simple rules of seamanship, encouraging them either to conform or to get out.
Simon reflected on the word�� seamanship; that was the important part, the mid coming aboard as a boy and leaving as a man. The two years had made him a true man and had shown, he suspected, that poor Baker had no manliness in him.
He lined up behind Adams and McDuff two minutes before six bells, heard running feet as Baker tried to avoid being late yet again. The boy was idle and an idiot�� almost literally so in Simon�s opinion; he seemed to look for trouble. He could not imagine how Baker had ever passed the entry examination to Dartmouth and knew that he had no more than scraped through the termly tests that followed. Add to that, he was overweight, stuffing himself with unhealthy cakes and chocolate, spending almost all of his over-large allowance from home on sweeties.
Simon did not like Baker. He was not alone in that. The boy did not fit in, was not one of them, came from the wrong background and did not know how to behave; he was not the son of a gentleman, or of a family pretending to that status. Baker had been cold-shouldered at Dartmouth and effectively ostracised aboard ship, left on his own to survive as he could, to discover the rules or break them unwittingly. He arrived panting and pushed himself into second place in the line, chewing frantically to empty his mouth before he was ordered into the cabin.
It was a hard service, Simon reflected, wondering belatedly if they might not have tried to help Baker make a man of himself. Too late now!
A Paymaster Lieutenant who acted as the captain�s secretary opened the door and called the four in. Together, there was to be no privacy. They stood in their row and stiffened to the salute, as was proper.
Captain Ironside, bareheaded, nodded his thanks.
�Easy. I have your postings here. I sent your reports in from Gibraltar and the Admiralty�s response was waiting for us�� as is normal. You have two years service in aboard my ship and have turned yourselves from useless little boys into men. In some cases, useful men.�
Simon winced; it was likely that part of the next few minutes could turn out very unpleasant to listen to.
�Mr Adams, you will go to Iron Duke as sublieutenant. She is a flagship, as you know, under Admiral Jellicoe and still fitting out, the latest and largest of superdreadnoughts. It is a posting that will place you under the eye of the most senior members of the Fleet and which will give you the opportunity to shine. I believe that you will be capable of grasping that nettle. You go with my good wishes.�
He had also received an outstanding personal report, Simon knew. Well-deserved. Adams was an able man - though no better than he was. Adams was the younger son of a viscount who was active in the City and was known to government; he was also related by marriage to the Barings, one of the greatest banking families�� necessary qualifications for officers in a flagship. Simon could not hope for such a posting.
�Mr Baker. You will report to the Admiralty as a midshipman. What will become of you, I do not know. I presume you will be posted somewhere, unless you send in your papers. I have written to your father recommending that he withdraw you from the Royal Navy. I do not believe that you have it in you to become a successful naval officer. Your record aboard this ship has been barely adequate, Mr Baker, not quite poor enough to justify your dismissal. You have shown no interest in the sea and I would advise you to take up farming.�
Baker said nothing, as was only correct; the unhealthy redness drained from his face as he faced the prospect of failure. Still a minor, nineteen years of age and dumped on the scrapheap.
�Mr McDuff, you are posted to Good Hope, armoured cruiser, as sublieutenant. She is an old ship but powerful still. I believe she is for the South Atlantic on a long cruise. Probably based out of Cape Town. You have the opportunity to make a start to a very respectable career, young man.�
McDuff had hoped for better, a modern ship under the eyes of the fleet, Simon knew, but at least he had a cruiser where there were chances to specialise.
�Mr Sturton, you have had two good years on St Vincent and have the chance to build upon that start. You will go as sublieutenant to Sheldrake, destroyer, at Chatham. She is expected to join the Mediterranean Fleet. You will have the benefits of a small ship, Mr Sturton. Work hard and you may look for early promotion�� which I do not doubt you deserve. You are to contact your trustees in London before joining Sheldrake in eight days from now.�
A destroyer! Newish, and oil-fired, which was in her favour and armed with a pair of four inch, breech-loaders not quick firers if he remembered correctly, as well as two twelve pounders. Against that, short cruises, never more than a few days at sea for needing to refuel - and hard-lying. Destroyers were wet and cold and uncomfortable with poor messing at sea. No chance of becoming a specialist gunnery man�� an officer on a destroyer must turn his hand to everything. On the positive side�� if he managed a good personal report from his new captain, he could make lieutenant in two years and be first of an old boat a year later. There was every chance he could be made lieutenant-in-command in five years.
It wasn�t what he wanted; nonetheless, it could be the making of his career, even if a different one to the course he had plotted out for himself. Presumably Captain Ironside had made the recommendation and the Admiralty had conformed�� a senior captain would generally be listened to and Ironside must be due his rear-admiral�s flag. It was in many ways a plum posting, hard and one that was only offered to the best of sublieutenants, those who were out of the ordinary run of things.
He wondered why he was to talk to his trustees. They were a firm of lawyers, he knew�� trustees normally were. They had never contacted him personally before. They had sent him from his school to Dartmouth, informing him by letter that he was to take the entrance examination, which his school had prepared him for without ever mentioning that they were so doing. Thinking on it, there was a possibility that he had an income which they might intend to make him free of�� the school must have charged fees. They had supplied him with pocket money at Dartmouth, a Postal Order for a few shillings each term, which he had hardly made use of, not having a sweet tooth. He knew nothing of his parents except for a vague understanding that they had died in the colonies when he was very young.
He came to attention, made a precise about turn and led the way out of the office, last man in the first out.
�I say, Sturton, a destroyer, old chap! Rather dashing, what?�
�I had rather it had been a battleship, Adams. I envy you that!�
�Yes, jolly good luck, that. Iron Duke as well! The newest of the superdreadnoughts! Off to my tailor first thing, old chap. New uniforms, of course, and two trunks of mufti�� must be equipped for the social life on a flagship, you know.�
�So you must�� that is one part of your new existence I don�t envy, old fellow. I shall stand back in awe as the smarts dash by, I don�t doubt!�
McDuff laughed, something he did frequently, and said that he would not be worried that way either.
�Down in the depths of the South Atlantic. Not much social life for me.�
�Gold mining magnates, McDuff! Cape Town is full of them, and all looking to rise in the world�� five years and you could be wed into millions, my boy!�
That had happened before, they knew, a naval uniform leading to a rich colonial marriage.
�Retired from the sea and overseeing a thousand kaffirs instead. Better than kowtowing to an admiral�s whims, Adams!�
They laughed together, the three swaggering, confident, the first great hurdle leapt, their commissions achieved. They ignored Baker, pasty-faced and trailing at their heels; there was no place for also-rans in the Navy.
The four reported to the Gunroom sublieutenant, asking him the procedure for leaving the ship.
�Go to the Paymaster�s Office and pick up your papers and your outstanding pay, then it�s off you go. You as well, Baker. McDuff, you are to take passage for South Africa from Portsmouth next week, probably on Glasgow light cruiser which is joining your squadron.�
�I shall spend a few days in London then, sir�� a last taste of civilisation.�
Two hours and they were at the Dockyard Station on the pier overlooking HMS Victory, waiting for the train to Waterloo, the three laughing together and making a noise that attracted generally favourable attention�� happy youngsters off on another stage of the great adventure.
Baker waited for the same train, down the platform from them, fretting and wondering what was to happen to him; his father would not be pleased, he suspected. His father had made much of the �opportunity� his son had�� he was to become one of the gentry rather than a mere monied man. His boy�s failure would not be well received. He would be lucky not to be cast out from the family�� was it not for the absence of any brothers, he had no doubt that would occur. He cheered up as he realised that he could not be disinherited for lack of an alternative heir�� who could take the old man�s money in his place? The old man would shout at him, but in the end he would have to find something for him, doing nothing too demanding, he hoped. Money always passed down to the eldest son, he was sure�� it always happened that way among the gentlefolk.
Simon stared at the brass plate beside the imposing marble and glass doorway, in the City, in sight of the Bank at Threadneedle Street. Judging by the offices, the partnership of Aitkens, Aitkens and Trim was fashionable and profitable�� which left him even more puzzled.
Who was he?
All he knew was that he had no living relatives and had gone off to school�� where he had been treated well enough�� and then been sent willy-nilly to Dartmouth. He had no objections to that latter�� he liked the Navy and had every hope of retiring as an admiral, flying his flag over a battle fleet. He was in the right place at the right time as well�� the word was that war with Germany was inevitable, must come within a year or two. Nothing like a good war early in a man�s career!
He walked up the two steps and into the hallway, addressed the commissionaire sat in an open kiosk just inside.
�My name is Sturton, Sublieutenant, RN. I have been instructed to report here to speak to my trustees.�
�Yes, sir. Your name is on my list. I will have you taken to see Mr Secombe.�
The commissionaire rang a bell and an office boy appeared from the rear and was given his instructions.
�Follow me, if you please, sir.�
One pair of stairs and Simon was led into a large front-facing office. The room was light and airy and modern, brightly wallpapered, not dingily respectable in buff paint as one expected of a lawyer. A young man no more than five years his senior rose and greeted him, offered a chair.
�Thank you for coming to see us, sir. My name is Secombe and I am a partner. The business could have been dealt with by letter, but my masters thought it desirable to explain all face to face. First of all, sir, having successfully attained commissioned rank, your income is to rise to about nine hundred pounds per annum. It is the return on investments in safe stocks and bonds which your trustees manage for you. The capital sum is about twenty thousand pounds and becomes yours at age twenty-one according to the terms of the trust fund.�
It was a comfortable amount of money�� more than sufficient to live well on.
�What would have happened if I had not achieved promotion, Mr Secombe? Or if I had failed the entrance examination to Dartmouth?�
�In case of either failure, sir, the trustees were instructed to purchase a small farm; you would have become an obscure agriculturalist in the depths of rural England. I believe Herefordshire was considered ideally bucolic. You have spared yourself that fate, sir.�
Simon smiled�� it was not a life he fancied for himself.
�I know nothing of my background - of my antecedents, one might say, Mr Secombe.�
�Exactly so, sir. That is the other part of my duty this day, sir. In brief, your mother was the daughter and eldest child of a banker, Mr Nathan Isaacs; the firm is what is known as a merchant bank and it is powerful in the City. Your father, Mr John Sturton, was second son to Viscount Perceval, a minor political figure in late Victorian years, now active only on his estates, deep in the West Country in Somerset and Dorset. Neither set of parents approved of a match between the two - Jew and Gentile, political aristocrat and banker. The wedding was forbidden, they were to see each other no more. Both were of age and they eloped and married�� it is presumed�� in Canada. They made a life in the far west of the Dominion�� some sort of farming, one understands - and lived there for some three years, in which time you came along. They died of an outbreak of fever which swept through the region. You survived and were brought to the attention of the authorities, identified and in due course sent back to Britain. The grandparents created the trust fund and an establishment for you and agreed that you were to be a naval gentleman. They made no other contact with you, or with each other, and have shown no desire to do so, sir.�
Simon noted the faint query raised regarding his legitimacy and chose to ignore it�� as a naval officer he could not be a bastard, in the legal sense at least.
�I at least know the names of my grandparents, Mr Secombe. More than that seems unnecessary. Why, I wonder, did they specify that I should be given that information if I am not to contact them ever?�
Mr Secombe shifted uncomfortably in his chair, tried to seek the blandest possible words.
�As a naval commander or captain, sir, you will expect to marry inside the bounds of Society. It is necessary then to know your antecedents�� one might not like to consider an inadvertent alliance within the realms of consanguinity.�
Simon was silent for a few seconds, making sense of the reply.
�Oh! One in the family is worth two in the bush, as they say! No incest to add to the scandal.�
�Quite.� The lawyer did not approve of Naval vulgarity.
�I shall bear that in mind, Mr Secombe. It will not be a matter to be considered for a number of years, of course. I would not expect to enter into marriage before my mid-thirties�� naval officers generally do not. It is very likely that my future bride has not yet gone to school.�
The lawyer was pleased to have completed the potentially difficult part of his task. He had feared that he might have had to persuade the young gentleman that he should not make contact with his grandparents, that they would not be likely to change their minds and accept him into their family. Evidently his client was content to be an orphan who would eventually create his own kin.
�Marrying late is part of your profession, sir. Might I suggest, sir, that you sign a full Power of Attorney allowing your trustees to take any action they may consider necessary to safeguard your fortune. I should explain that we would generally be expected to place all of your money in the Funds�� a safe holding. In case of war, however, the face value of such holdings might fall substantially. If war seemed likely we might wish to sell out of government stock and purchase shares in arms manufacturers�� the one likely to fall, the other certain to rise.�
�That seems sensible. Do you not have that power already as trustees?�
�We have, but only for the next seventeen months, sir. You will attain the age of one-and-twenty on March Sixteenth, 1915. At that point, we cease to have authority as trustees and would require the Power of Attorney to act for you if you were not in London.�
�It is now October �13 and I am posted to the destroyer Sheldrake which is bound for the Mediterranean station. That could easily be a two year posting, although wartime conditions might change anything. Yes, it makes sense to give you the power to handle my funds in my absence.�
�Very good, sir. I have the document drawn up in standard fashion for a military officer going overseas. It is rather a commonplace for such forms to be offered.�
Simon signed as was necessary, in triplicate.
�How do I go about drawing against my income when I am in the Med, Mr Secombe? As a midshipman all was handled for me by the Paymaster aboard St Vincent, to prevent any possibility of overspending. As an officer, I believe I have responsibility for my own money.�
�You have an account with the Provincial Bank which has branches in Gibraltar, Malta, Cairo and Alexandria and has agents at Nicosia in Cyprus. The bank will notify its managers that there is an account held by an officer aboard Sheldrake and you will be able to write a cheque for cash at any one of those ports.�
�There will be tailors� bills, I must imagine. Little point to buying warm-weather clothing in England.�
�Of course. What are you to do for the few days before you join Sheldrake, sir?�
�The basics of uniform�� I must equip myself as a sublieutenant. That apart, a room in a small hotel and a few shows, I must imagine. My shipmates are posted away, and I am on my own in London.�
�The �Girl on the Film� at the Gaiety is well recommended, I am told, sir, and there are the moving picture theatres which are all the rage now.�
�Never seen one of those, Mr Secombe. Not much chance at Dartmouth and then on a long cruise on St Vincent.�
Simon made his thanks and set off for Gieves, willing to go to the most expensive of naval tailors now that he knew he had an income to cover their bills. He ran into Adams, busily specifying the best possible cloths as befitted an officer in a flagship; he was amused.
�I am for a destroyer�� robust rather than elegant, I think.�
The assistant agreed. Destroyers were renowned as difficult postings; an officer might find it hard to dress as a gentleman aboard such small ships.
�Sheldrake, sir, is to sail in eight days, from Chatham.� Gieves was aware of all naval movements. �The bulk of your uniforms will be delivered to you there one week from today. We can provide you with a suit of working dress in two days, together with adequate mess dress for a sublieutenant on a destroyer.�
The small ships were not fashionable and their officers rarely had significant private incomes; mess dress did not need to be of the finest. Simon would almost certainly be the richest in that wardroom.
He found himself in Chatham a day before his time to report�� a wise move for a junior officer. There was a detachment of Naval Provosts at the station, necessary to subdue any drunks rolling out of the third-class carriages�� there were always some, every day.
�I am Sublieutenant Sturton, for Sheldrake. Do you know where she is lying, PO?�
The petty officer did�� it was part of his job to answer such queries.
�In the yard, sir. Due out today on the afternoon�s tide.�
�Boiler clean?�
�No, sir, repairs. Her previous captain misjudged the set of the current, sir, and collided with Bristol light cruiser. There was some damage to the forecastle, sir.�
�New captain.�
�Yes, sir. Joined last month. New lieutenant and sub, sir. A commissioned gunner as well, sir. Engine room Chief ERA remains, sir.�
�Bloody hell!�
�Yes, sir. I�ll send one of the men to guide you, sir. Your porter can bring your trunk and case that far, sir.�
A complete sweep of the deck officers suggested that Sheldrake had been less than wholly efficient and that the remaining crew would have known it. The new captain would be�� if he was any good�� tightening up the whole ship. His officers would need be very nearly perfect. Simon wondered if he had been posted intentionally, either to help smarten up the ship or to gain some extra discipline himself. He would have to be at his best, which he would have been in any case on a new ship having recently gained his commission.
He ran over his uniform; cap set precisely square�� none of this Beatty nonsense; necktie properly knotted; all buttons hastily checked; a quick rub at his shoes. Ready to face a new captain, Simon reported to the seaman sentry at the brow.
�Sublieutenant Sturton reporting aboard.�
�Sir!�
The officer of the day was called�� the ship was not at watches while still in the dockyard.
They exchanged salutes, weighing each other up in the few seconds available.
The lieutenant saw a tall young man�� not a boy�� shaping up to be powerfully built, one who might have to watch his weight in later years. A confident but not cocksure appearance and very well presented. An alert face, not overly handsome and suave, but blue eyes watching and weighing. At first sight, a good sort to have aboard.
Simon repeated his words to the sentry.
�Well on time, Sturton. A good start! I am Lieutenant Dacres. Captain Smallwood will wish to see you first thing. One trunk and a suitcase, I see�� wise to bring no more aboard, no space for it in your cabin. Two trunks from Gieves have been placed in temporary storage and will go to our depot ship, wherever that may be. No luxury aboard Sheldrake. Commissioned Gunner is due to arrive as well�� Bains, his name. Remain in reporting uniform until you have seen the captain then ready yourself for work, if you will be so good.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
A pair of seamen had trotted down to collect trunk and case from the little trolley; Simon had already tipped the porter his florin for coming the distance from the railway station.
A messenger led Simon the few yards to the captain�s cabin�� it was a very small ship, no more than two hundred and fifty feet from bows to stern. The door was open and Captain Smallwood was visible at his desk, which took up half of the working space. There was a bunk and very little else other than the door to a small toilet cubicle.
Smallwood stood to salute and then pointed Simon to the single chair in front of the desk.
�Welcome aboard, Sturton. You come with a very good report and a watchkeeping certificate�� which is why you could join us. No room for passengers on a destroyer! Not all subs have their certificate earned as a mid�� not by a long way. It means that you will have your own watch�� with me standing at your shoulder until I am sure you did not get your certificate from a Christmas cracker!�
Simon risked a smile, made no reply. No junior officer could stand watch on his own before his captain had personally certified that he could be trusted with the control and safety of a ship.
�Good enough. With the watch comes your own Division�� about twenty-five deckhands who are yours. The Gunner will have his crews and the engine-room looks after itself and Lieutenant Dacres has the rest�� ask him for advice and be sure that you conform to his practice in dealing with the men.�
That made good sense�� it would not be possible to maintain the chain of command of a battleship, with the First as the senior disciplinary officer, although he would be that as well.
�Not many hands, of course, compared with your last ship��
Simon filled the gap, gave the answer that showed he had done his homework.
�Complement of seventy-two, sir. An increase on the old rule of just sixty-five men to a destroyer.�
�An additional cook�s mate and extra gun crews, being more heavily armed than the older boats.�
�Two four inch and a pair of twelve pounders under the break of the forecastle, sir. Just two tubes, sir?�
�Twenty-one inch torpedoes�� the theory being that the bigger fish makes it unnecessary to have pairs of tubes. I think they are wrong but we must live with it. No reloads.�
�A single shot at one�s target, sir� Control from the bridge or at the tube, sir?�
�Arguable. We will discover which may be better, given time. We may not have time, of course.�
�No, sir. I have read the newspapers over this last week in England, sir. They all say that a war is impossible, it can�t happen, but��
�Exactly! Can�t find any politician who wants a war and they all very quietly think one is inevitable. It is. The Kaiser thinks that war is desirable to expand Germany to its �natural borders�. There�s no such bloody thing in Europe! We British have natural borders, created by the sea. They don�t. He just means he wants to steal Poland and the Steppes for their wheatfields. The man�s a fool! Comes of having a withered arm, you know, Sturton�� he has to be more manly than all the rest to make up for it!�
It was a theory, Simon supposed, and he was not about to argue with his new captain�� or any captain, come to think of it.
�I had not considered that, sir. It explains much of his behaviour.�
�So say I. The Tsar has got religion�� so there�s no telling what sort of stupidity he will get up to. Religion and kings don�t mix�� ought to be banned! The fellow in Vienna is no more than a shopkeeper, spends all day every day trying to make the sums add up and ordering how every penny in his whole empire shall be spent. Ridiculous! And his heir has no sense of duty�� tangled up with a most inappropriate female, Chotek, or some such. Completely buggered the succession! Then you�ve got the French�� and you�re welcome to them! Bloody allies, of all things. It didn�t work in the Crimea and it won�t work now. The French are England�s natural enemies�� and quite right too!�
Simon had not given great consideration to the state of Europe since leaving the classroom at Dartmouth. It seemed that things had gone downhill.
�I must suppose we shall see much of the French in the Med, sir.�
�In the Med? What�s that got to do with us? Those are last week�s orders, Sub! The North Sea for us, out of Harwich in the first instance. A chance that we�ll be based out of Dover for a while and we may go all the way north to Scotland as they are considering Scapa Flow as the anchorage for the Grand Fleet. No, we shan�t go to the sunny Mediterranean, not us; the flotilla is for Home waters. Bought all of my warm weather uniforms and now they can be put away again with the mothballs! What about you, Sub? Are you kitted out for the sunny shores of Greece and Italy?�
�No, sir. I had to get new uniforms but thought I could do better in Malta or Alexandria for tropical rig. I�ll give Gieves the nod to send sets of North Sea clothing, sir.�
Captain Smallwood noted that Sturton used Gieves�� he had some private money.
�Lucky for you. Report to Mr Dacres and he will go through the watchbill with you and give you your responsibilities. Get to know your men. You will have the forward four inch in action�� makes sense for the Gunner to have the after gun and the tubes and twelve pounders. Train them up. Sheldrake�s under a cloud at the moment and I won�t have it! Means we have to be better than the others in the flotilla, to make up for it. Last captain was half-drunk�� started celebrating the end of the commission a day too early�� and his officers were no better when they hit Bristol. Leaves a smear on a ship, that sort of thing; did the paintwork no favours as well! Damned difficult reputation to get clear of. Still, with the help of my officers, I do not doubt we shall make good. You look as if you will do well, Sturton�� work hard and I am sure you will be all I want.�
�I intend to be, sir. The Navy is my career and I expect to make something of myself.�
Captain Smallwood raised an eyebrow�� he was not used to such declarations of ambition.
�Naval family, Sturton? Got to keep up with the ancestors?�
Simon risked an open grin�� daring on first meeting with one�s captain.
�No, sir. No family at all. An orphan with a small trust fund, sir. I don�t fancy being a farmer and I do like the Navy. I am lucky to be where I am, sir, to have such a chance in life.�
�I think we may all consider ourselves lucky within a year or two, Sturton�� we will be in the right place at the right time and fighting in the greatest navy the world has ever known. We shall make Nelson proud of his descendants!�

Chapter Two

�We were an Acorn Class destroyer, Sturton, now reclassified as �H� class. There was some idea to rename the ship as well, I gather. The Admiralty thought it might be jolly if we all had names beginning with �H��� but you can�t change a ship�s name, old chap! Worst of bad luck! Asking for trouble, changing a boat�s name, especially, and then sending her to sea. No, Sheldrake we remain, but that�s why there�s an �H� on the middle funnel.�
Simon had been surprised by the great white letter, had assumed it to be something to do with the Mediterranean fleet.
�Recognisable already, I might have thought, sir. Three funnelled, the forward nearly twice the height and far slimmer than the other two.�
Dacres nodded gravely�� it was an unusual configuration.
�Launched the first of the breed and found that the smoke obscured the bridge�� which is immediately forward of the smokestack. Couldn�t see a damned thing, they tell me!�
Simon laughed�� it seemed typical of the builders not to consider the matter of actually sailing the ship.
�They had wanted low funnels to reduce the profile, give her a better chance of closing the enemy line without being seen. Logical, I suppose. Mind you, with the battle ensigns flying from the after mast, we would hardly be invisible.�
�Yes, sir�� that is a point to consider. Why have a pair of masts on a destroyer?�
�The Admiralty still likes masts, Sturton. They have no function these days, except for signals, for which you need a single mast stepped on the bridge. Wireless aerials as well�� they can run off the one mast, not that we have a wireless ourselves. Destroyers don�t need them�� we will always be in company with a squadron or fleet, can use flags or lights.�
The Admiralty was still not comfortable with the new wireless sets�� they much preferred the trusty old ways of signalling.
�Make yourself familiar with the boat before we leave the yard, Sturton�� you know the basics, I don�t doubt.�
�Two hundred and forty-six feet in length, sir, and a beam at maximum of twenty-five feet. Drawing eight feet and six inches. Speed is lower than it might be at twenty-seven knots. Deep load of nine seventy tons with one hundred and seventy tons of oil in the bunkers.�
�Well done. Undergunned, compared with the latest German boats.�
�Very much so, sir. Is there any intention of shipping machine guns to the bridge wings, sir? I heard some mention of that last year for all destroyers.�
�Possibly�� still being considered. The bridge would be cramped for space if they did.�
�Can�t ship them on the forecastle, sir, not and use them at any speed.�
�No. The class has the raised forecastle in front of the bridge, but it�s insufficient and we will still ship it green at more than twenty knots; possibly less�� we will see. What�s for sure is that you�ll never fire that gun of yours at any speed. From all I have seen, she�ll look more like a submarine than a surface ship if there is anything of a swell. I am told that the next class will have a forecastle at least two feet higher, which will mean a raised bridge and problems of stability, so broader in the beam and drawing more�� a bigger ship entirely.�
Simon tried to assimilate that information, sorting through to discover how it affected him.
�Ready-use ammunition for the gun, sir. How will that be protected?�
�There�s a locker, but I doubt it is sturdy enough. I suspect you will end up keeping the rounds below decks, immediately under the hatch, ready to pass up to the gun as needed.�
That would be slow and would require extra men in the supply chain from the magazine. Tall men, at that, who could actually lift the charges and shells high enough for the gun crew to bend down and grasp them.
�It would be easier if we had fixed charges, sir, and a quickfirer to use them.�
�Planned for the next class, I am told. QF is the way to go. Doesn�t matter too much if fixed charges with a brass case get wet. Separate charges in a silk bag must be protected, however.�
�It is not the ideal design for a ship, perhaps, sir.�
�No, but it is all an Admiralty that still hankers after sail and broadsides will tolerate. They don�t like oil and won�t put money into developing the diesel engine, as they should. Geared turbines make good sense, but again, they have to be developed and the Admiralty won�t put its own money into the process. Shipbuilders won�t spend cash on building an engine that will be of use only in warships�� if the Admiralty wants them, they can pay for them is their opinion. As a result, we slip behind Germany and possibly the United States. Damned foolishness on the part of the old men who infest the Admiralty!�
Simon nodded gravely. Sublieutenants did not disagree with anybody in the wardroom, because everybody was senior to them.
�What is the provision for the mess and catering, sir?�
�Not much! Three of us in total, you, me and the commissioned gunner�� we can hardly set up a mess table with silver plate and official guests. All unofficial�� we drop cash to the steward, who acts as our cook as well, and I will buy in a few bottles. The Gunner will be short of cash�� commissioned gunners always are, no private income for men brought up from the lower deck�� so we won�t make a fuss about it. Put in ten bob a week, officially. I shall add another couple of quid, because I can afford it, all on the quiet.�
�My trustees have made my income over to my use, sir, now that I have my commission. I could match you if that is appropriate.�
Simon reached into his pocketbook and produced two banknotes, fivers drawn on the Provincial Bank.
�The first month, sir. I haven�t got the quarter in my pocket but I can draw it in town tomorrow.�
�Well done. I�ll stock up our cellar and pass the rest to the steward.�
It was all very casual, quite unlike St Vincent where mess bills had been the cause of deep discussion and debate. The wardroom there had had a wine committee to determine what vintages could be bought. Even the midshipmen in the gunroom had been able to organise extras for their mess; it had not been a poor ship. Poverty-stricken mids might go to cruisers but never to a dreadnought or one of the old smart battleships where they would be an embarrassment; an income was necessary on the greater ships. It was much like the army in that respect�� a private income was essential to an officer if he was not to be relegated to obscurity.
�Leaving dock or mooring, Sub, you will take the stern flag. You know procedure?�
�Check the cables and wires are clear of screws and rudder as they are dropped or picked up, sir. Green flag to signify all clear to move.�
�Just so. The captain will want a quick signal but don�t raise the green flag until you are certain it is safe. Better to delay sailing by a couple of minutes than to give the go-ahead and foul a screw.�
Simon had performed the task several times on St Vincent. It should be easier on a destroyer where he was so much closer to the waterline and everything was more easily visible.
�We are not leaving harbour so no need to dress ship. Report to the bridge when we have way.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
Sheldrake slipped smoothly to the fuelling berth and alongside to take in stores and then, last of all, to the powder hulk�� the old name retained for no good reason�� to refill the magazines, emptied on entering the dockyard. Two days and Captain Smallwood notified the Port Admiral that Sheldrake was in all ways ready to sail. The Captain of the Dockyard made his formal inspection�� the Admiral himself would not stir out of his office for a mere destroyer�� and Sheldrake received her orders.
Last of all, an hour before they were due to sail, the commissioned gunner arrived aboard.
Dacres met him at the brow and gave him an irritated welcome.
�Expected you before this, Mr Bains.�
�Beg pardon, sir. My name is Harker. Mr Bains fell in front of a tram and lost a leg, sir. Two days ago. On his way from the railway station�� by way of a couple of pubs and a hotel, I am told sir. Might not survive, I am told.�
�Bad luck for him, Mr Harker! Not for us from the sound of things�� drunken gunners are not my favourite form of seagoing life. Nor the captain�s! Where did you come from? Lucky for us that you were available.�
�I was drafted from Penelope cruiser, pierhead jump, you might say. They are sending a boat with my gear, sir.�
Penelope had moored two hours previously, in from three years on the China Station.
�Good Lord, Mr Harker! That is hardly generous of Their Lordships�� you cannot have had an hour on England�s soil.�
�Less, sir. I was called to the Port Admiral�s office and informed that I was commissioned, as recommended from Hong Kong, on condition that I immediately joined Sheldrake. Alternatively, I could be posted to Whale Island, commission to follow at Their Lordships� convenience. I accepted my commission, sir. Uniforms will be a problem, sir.�
�We can see to that, Mr Harker. Get you to a tailor�s shoreside in a hurry.�
On a small ship there was no such thing as a private conversation; the whole crew knew within fifteen minutes that they had a newly commissioned man aboard. Many were sympathetic; more hoped that he would not be unsure of himself and take his uncertainties out on them.
Captain Smallwood interviewed Harker and commiserated with him but informed him he would expect the guns and tubes to be on top line immediately. Harker was not surprised to hear that; he had not expected to be given any leeway and would have resented the implication that he might not be able to do his job.
The three officers were called to the Captain�s cabin. They could just fit in, standing.
�Briefly, gentlemen, we are to sail for Harwich where we shall be part of the flotilla there. The plan, to the extent that there is such a thing, is for light forces to be based on Harwich and to take command of the southern parts of the North Sea so as to ensure the safety of the Channel from the north. It is assumed that if there should be a war�� which is seeming increasingly likely at some time in the next five years�� then a British Expeditionary Force will be sent to France, or directly to Belgium, to protect Belgian neutrality. That force�� which may eventually comprise as many as fifty thousand men - must be protected from attack by torpedo craft, which may include submarines.�
It sounded like a good plan, if somewhat nebulous.
Lieutenant Dacres asked the obvious question.
�Will we be tasked to act as close escort to the troopships, sir?�
�No. There will be a Dover Patrol to do that.�
It did not seem, at first acquaintance, too difficult a task and it suggested the possibility of action.
Captain Smallwood was not sanguine.
�Shallow waters off both coasts and some banks out to sea. Add to that, there will be minefields, ours and theirs. No lightships in wartime, of course. We can assume Dutch neutrality and the north towards the Friesian Islands will be outside of our territory, covered from the Scottish ports, so we shall work the Belgian coast. If the enemy takes some or all Belgian harbours, then they will be able to station destroyers, torpedo boats, gunboats and submarines four or five hours from Calais. If they do not, then they will need to attack with cruisers which will have the range to come down from Hamburg. The Grand Fleet will keep the battleships out of it, but we could see armoured or protected cruisers in our waters. A raid at speed by battlecruisers is not impossible.�
They considered that possibility. Eight of twelve inch guns and a mass of six inch besides, travelling at their own speed perhaps. Two four inch and a pair of twelve pounders seemed inadequate. A pair of torpedo tubes was little better. Even in a flotilla of eight, they would have an almost impossible task.
�High speed. Smoke. Night action if at all possible. We shall have to be at highest efficiency, gentlemen. I shall endeavour to arrange frequent gunnery and torpedo practices and drill must be of the best, Mr Harker. For the rest�� precise navigation in shoal waters goes without saying. Keep the men, and yourselves, on top line. I don�t expect war over the winter�� for the normal reasons�� but the word is that any unforeseen accident could lead to disaster. If a French lunatic was to assassinate the Kaiser, as an example, or a German anarchist was to throw a bomb at the Tsar�� anything might happen. The word is that Europe is a powder keg�� and we have no idea what might light the fuse.�
They sailed for Harwich and joined their flotilla and spent a month in furious exercises, when the weather permitted. The North Sea in winter was not kindly to small ships and they spent days on end at their moorings, unable sometimes even to send a boat ashore.
Simon found himself sharing a tiny wardroom with a lieutenant who was of a sort familiar to him from a battleship, and a commissioned gunner who most definitely was not. He knew that he must remain on good terms with both�� efficiency demanded that the three must work together and be seen to be friends, even if not boon companions.
Dacres did not come from a naval family - he was the sacrifice to conventionality, had been destined for the Senior Service since birth. He had entered Dartmouth very happily, having known that he would do so since he had been bought his first sailor suit as a very little boy. He was perhaps nothing other than a naval officer�� he knew no other life, was interested in little else. He could talk about the London shows he had seen and discuss the last race meeting he had attended, but he did not read books and played no music and certainly was not aware of politics; he did know a few jokes and he was always courteous. He hoped to become an admiral, but would be content to command his own ship, preferably at war.
Harker was young for his rank�� he had made petty officer before he was twenty, it seemed, and had been lucky to be sent on the gunnery course at Whale Island where he had come out top of his intake. Chief petty officer had soon followed and he had had a successful commission on Penelope�� they had twice met pirates and he had been ashore with a landing party to rescue missionaries from riots. Now, at the age of twenty-eight, he had his commission, which he had hoped for when he was forty. He might be fortunate to achieve another promotion, become gunnery-lieutenant on a small cruiser; successful there and lieutenant-commander was possible on an old battleship; he could not rise to command. He was disarmingly candid about his background.
�I come from Portsmouth, was running the streets there before I was ten, after my mum died. Never knew my father. Joined the Andrew when I was twelve, so I did. Wasn�t supposed to, but the station sergeant down at Fratton knew the recruiting people and regularly got rid of lads off the streets that way. I signed on as a skinny fourteen year old, officially, and settled in for having no option. Didn�t know anyplace else than Pompey and if I�d tried to go back then I�d have been inside of a cell within days. I liked the life as soon as I got to sea�� I was lucky in my first ship, the old Amphitrite cruiser, for having good petty officers who brought me along as soon as they saw I was willing to work. Add to that, I liked the guns. Still do, naturally. I was lucky, too, in going overseas rather than being Home Fleet. No chance to fall back into bad acquaintanceships on leave.�
Simon�s story was simpler, his life had been so much easier. He wondered if Harker might not be resentful of his privileged existence, was surprised to be welcomed as a fellow spirit.
�Same as me, ain�t you, Sub. Neither of us knowing our parents or having a home to go to. Difference is that yours had a bit of money. Still leaves us both as loners in the world. Not so much for me now, being as I got married a few months before I was posted to China.�
He had never considered that aspect of his life before. He thought long in the quiet hours off watch and realised that Harker was right�� he knew almost nobody. Apart from Dacres and Harker, his closest acquaintances, not friends, were Adams, Baker and McDuff, not by choice but because he had happened to share the gunroom with them, the four of an age naturally forming a group. Now they were separated by the Service, as was inevitable and he might well see none of them for a decade; Baker, the failure, probably never.
Baker had reported to the Admiralty and penetrated no further than the first reception office.
�Midshipman Baker, sir. Late of St Vincent.�
A boy at the front had taken him across to the cubicle occupied by an ancient civilian clerk who had made him wait while he finished reading and then signing a letter. He made it clear that Baker was utterly insignificant to the Navy.
�Mr Baker. You are to go to leave now. You will then report to the Naval Wing of the First Company, the Air Battalion, at Farnborough. They have balloons. Here are your orders. You will remain in the rank of midshipman. Report on December 1st at nine o�clock in the morning, unless your father chooses to send in your papers first.�
The clerk made it contemptuously obvious that the Navy would benefit from his resignation from service and that his posting to an enclave of cranks, well inshore, was no more than a sign of his seniors� distaste for him. Even though he had no desire to remain in the Navy, Baker was upset by this - they were cruel to him, it was not his fault that he did not fit into the Navy and its demands and didn�t like the sea and, particularly, he could not help having the wrong sort of parents.
His resentment was further fuelled by his treatment at the Admiralty�� bloody Navy! If he had the chance, perhaps, he might show them they were wrong to spurn him. Most of them were no better born than him, just spoke with a toffee-nose accent and pretended to be little lords of creation.
He sat on the train to the Midlands rehearsing his grievances, and wondering just what his father would do to him�
He reached Kettering, once huge in the iron trade and still active, in mid-afternoon. He took a cab the mile from the station to his father�s big house on the outskirts of the small town, within sight of the ironworks that had made his money. The housekeeper had expected him and had his room made up for him.
�Mr Baker will be back at six o�clock as ever, Master Richard. Thy mother and the two misses are at Weymouth in Dorset for a holiday and will be back next week, so they plan.�
His two sisters, one a year older than him, the other just sixteen, were both out, had left school and were young misses in search of a husband. There had been a hope that the genteel naval friends he would make might supply the gentlemen in question�� that now seemed, at the very least, unlikely.
Baker was not best pleased that his mother was absent from his homecoming. He had hoped she might provide a buffer to his father�s wrath. He doubted the old fellow would beat him�� he was too old for that now, surely�� but he would be forthright in the expression of his anger, that was a certainty. He would, Baker, expected, bring his naval existence to an end and find a place for him in the firm�
He wandered up to his room to enjoy a daydream�� an office of his own soon with a secretary, a young man to do the actual work while he made the decisions, told him what to do. It would not be too unpleasant an existence as the young master, waiting the inevitable day when he took over the business. He might well sell out then, he suspected. He could live as a gentleman in proper comfort, possibly on a small estate, with a farmer to look after the land and a comfortable wife to run a house for him. He had not enjoyed the Navy, was glad to be done with it; he would settle into a civilian existence.
He doffed his uniform and put on more comfortable clothing. Trousers and jacket still fitted him�� he had grown a little taller but had lost circumference aboard ship. That sort of hardship was part of his past, he did not doubt.
His father was as irate as Baker had feared and expected.
�I have sent your papers in and it is clear that the Navy will be only too glad to wash their hands of you! I quote Captain Ironside�� �Baker is idle and is possibly incapable of absorbing instruction. He has made no attempt either to present himself as an officer or to learn the ways of the sea. He is barely fit to join the wardroom of one of His Majesty�s ships. I cannot even recommend him to the merchant service. I must, sir, suggest that you withdraw your son from the Royal Navy.� That may be the most humiliating letter I have ever received, boy!�
Baker said nothing.
�The Commandant at Dartmouth said that you had barely scraped by there but that two years at sea might make a man of you. He was wrong!�
Baker fought back the tears�� it was so very unfair. He had never wanted to be a sailor.
�Now, I have to do something with you until you come of age. You are not going into the firm�� I need workers there! So, until you are twenty-one, you are my responsibility at home, unless you choose to run away. The day you come of age, I can throw you out, and I will if you are still useless! My brother has three boys, younger than you but hard-working lads. I brought his eldest into the firm eighteen months ago when he turned sixteen. He has shown himself willing to make an effort, and he�s brighter than you as well. The other two seem his match and they will have places if they want them. They can keep up the name and make a job of running the firm, so I don�t need you. Don�t get the idea that you are Lord Muck, the son and jolly heir with rights to the inheritance. You�re bloody useless and you get nothing if you don�t earn it!�
It was too much�� the tears flowed unchecked.
�Jesus, and now you�re standing there blubbing! At your age! Bloody disgusting! What did I do to be cursed with a son like you?�
Baker had no answer.
�Right! Listen! You are to become a second lieutenant in the Territorial Army. Not the Northamptonshire Yeomanry�� you�re no bloody use on a horse! The foot soldiers. It�s part-time soldiering but you will learn the ways of the Army. There�s a war coming and you will go off to fight it. Get yourself promoted when the fighting starts�� it won�t last long from all they say�� and make the rank of captain and get yourself transferred across to a regular battalion and you can be useful to me. Captain Baker can talk to the nobs, what I can�t; you learned the right way to speak at Dartmouth, if nothing else. If you don�t make a job of that, then you�re out. Last bloody chance, boy! A few hours a week down at the Drill Hall and make yourself useful as a Terrier so that they take you across to France when the war comes. Take it or leave it. If you don�t like the idea, here��
Mr Baker held his hand out, dropped ten gold sovereigns into his son�s palm.
�That�s your choice. Nine o�clock in the morning, get out of the front door. Either you go to town to the solicitor�s office where he will organise your commission in the Territorials or you go to Hell under your own steam. Don�t come back to this house except as a Territorial officer. Now bugger off out of my sight. You can eat in your room.�
Baker fled to the seclusion of his bedroom. An hour later he heard noise at the front door and saw his father leave the house, going out to his carriage, evidently off for the evening. He crept downstairs and found the housekeeper and silently ate the plate of dinner that had been kept warm for him.
He left the house in the morning, wrapped up against a cold rain. He walked into town, puffing a little with the exertion of a mile on his feet; exercise was limited aboard ship and he still carried some fat, he knew. He stood in the square outside the old church, looking across the narrow valley of the River Ise to the railway station. Left would take him to the trains, to London or north to Sheffield. To the right was Gold Street and the solicitor�s offices.
Two minutes of final pondering confirmed his decision made overnight. He knew no way of making a living, had no useful skills, no trade; he slouched along the roadway to the solicitor.
The documents were ready prepared, needed only his signature in the proper places.
�All has been arranged, Master Richard. You have withdrawn from naval service due to persistent and incurable seasickness�� perfectly honourable and yet in no way disabling you from military service. Dartmouth and two years as a midshipman are sufficient preparation for a Territorial commission and the Lord Lieutenant of Northamptonshire has intervened at the War Office�� as is not uncommon�� to ensure that you are made Second Lieutenant in the Midlands Brigade of the Territorial Army. You should obtain your uniforms this week�� a local tailor will provide them, you do not need to go to London�� and you will report to the Drill Hall, to Captain Hendricks who is detached from the Northamptonshires to the Terriers this year. I believe the Captains take turns at this duty. Two o�clock on Tuesday, in uniform, Master Richard.�
It was all very brisk and businesslike and almost casual in its disposal of his future.
�Green the Tailor, three doors up on the right, will take your measurements, Master Richard. He has been warned to expect you. Good day to you, sir.�
It was humiliating to patronise a mere provincial man for his uniforms. As a midshipman he had used Gieves, as was proper for a gentleman. He supposed he could no longer claim that status.
�Fittings on Friday, sir. The outworkers will sew the rest up over the weekend, sir.�
The tailor was almost casual in his disposal of Baker�� he was another job rather than a valued client.
He still had his ten sovereigns, walked up Gold Street with the intention of patronising the baker there�� it had been nearly two hours since breakfast. He stopped and turned away�� he must not indulge in sugary confections if he was to achieve a military figure. He had to succeed, to show willing as a young officer so that he could be sent out to play the part his father demanded in this silly little war that was apparently coming soon.
He had considered the future during his sleepless night, had accepted that he must make a success of the Army�� and that meant looking like a soldier.
Six months of strutting on the parade ground in Kettering, seeming efficient, and he must become a full lieutenant. He had enough of a military background to make a good show as an officer. He had shot with a Lee Enfield and knew the official drill. Acting naturally as an officer should come easy to him and make him stand out among the amateur soldiers of the Territorials. Then he would have two or three months of war, whenever that came to pass, to make a real promotion, to become a captain and possibly be made a regular soldier. It was winter or nearly so and the war could not start before the summer campaigning season, he knew that. He had just sufficient time to meet his father�s demands and secure his own future. At last, he would not be at sea and having to put up with their silly traditions�� he was sure that if he heard the name Nelson one more time he would go mad!
Hector McDuff reported to the cruiser Glasgow for passage to Cape Town. He had three trunks and a leather suitcase on the porter�s trolley, a reasonable minimum, he felt, for a long overseas posting. He had stayed a week with his parents in the London house, enjoying their company after the two years in St Vincent and before going off for another three years. He spent the evenings in the company of his elder brother, a jolly good sort who was a man about town, enjoying his idle years before inheriting the estates and the responsibilities held by his father.
�Might take a seat in the House of Commons, young Hector�� give me something to do for a few years. Besides, the Pater says there�s a war coming. One or two of us is enough to show willing on the martial side, the heir should not be risked. Can�t expect an MP to go off to battle, you know.�
It seemed entirely reasonable to Hector�� younger sons went off to war, not the heir.
�Got to have someone to look after the family interests, Angus, old bean. I shall be splashing about in the South Atlantic, it seems, from Table Bay to Cape Horn and back. Nothing much likely to happen there�� poodle-faking in whatever passes for Society in Cape Town, I should imagine. Young Alastair is what, rising seventeen? Can�t see any war affecting him.�
They considered the youngest brother, currently still gracing Eton, who intended to enter Sandhurst in a year or so and take a commission in the Guards and spend a few years strutting his stuff on ceremonial duty in London. The family would give him an income and see him promoted�� they were more than rich enough.
Hector himself had a substantial income settled on him and would be looked after when he eventually left the sea�� he had no need to push for promotion and seek responsibility in the way that Adams and Sturton intended.
�No, Alastair will be safe enough. The Guards do not get involved in vulgar little conflicts, after all. Behave yourself in Cape Town, dear boy. Don�t get entangled with a gold miner�s daughter�� unless he has a very big gold mine!�
�With diamonds as well!�
They chuckled and parted again, expecting to meet again on the best of terms in a few years, though they would not go as far as to write letters.
The greeting on Glasgow was much as Hector expected�� sublieutenants were the least of naval officers and one belonging to another ship and on passage was supremely insignificant.
�Captain will see you, McDuff. In his cabin.�
That was a courtesy and one he had not been certain of receiving.
�Welcome aboard, Mr McDuff. Are you one of the Dumfries McDuffs?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good. Knew your uncle, years back.�
That explained the courtesy�� captains did not always notice passing Subs.
�Have you got your watchkeeping certificate?�
�No, sir.�
�Then you won�t be much use on deck. Do you play bridge?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Good. You�ll find yourself in demand as a fourth, I don�t doubt. Don�t drink too much, Sub! See the Paymaster about your messing.�
That was evidently his dismissal; he saluted and left.
The Paymaster accepted five pounds as a donation to mess funds and he was pointed in the direction of the wardroom to spend his passage in idleness. It was fortunate, he thought, that he had not yet gained his certificate�� he had rather not be watched on a ship where he was no more than a passenger. He devoted the next fortnight to improving his card-playing, always a useful skill for a naval officer.
Good Hope was in harbour at Simonstown when Glasgow arrived to join her squadron, conveniently for all parties. Hector transferred across to her, wasting no time in so doing as was sensible for so junior a man.
Good Hope was a big ship, massive for a cruiser, but was dated in concept and had been sent out to Southern waters as no longer fitted for service with the Grand Fleet. Like most heavy cruisers, she had a pair of nine point two inch guns and a great mass of six inchers, mainly mounted on the broadside and the lowest of them unusable in any sort of sea. The South Atlantic was renowned for the ferocity of its storms and the height of the waves they produced.
She was an impressive seeming ship and no doubt served to overawe the natives in their little harbours, that being a major function of the Navy in lesser parts of the world.
Hector found himself the most junior of sublieutenants and the only one not to possess his watchkeeping certificate. The Commander, who effectively held the position of First Lieutenant of a cruiser, made it clear that he expected him to remedy this lack as quickly as possible.
�You will go to the Navigating Officer�s watch in the first instance, McDuff, and will work with him to his demand until you are capable of standing a watch. That dealt with, you will be transferred to the guns, that being your interest, according to your papers. Captain Ironside has given you a good report�� well above average, he says�� and it will be up to you to demonstrate that fact. If you live up to expectations, then you will be sent to Greenwich to take your courses for promotion in eighteen months to two years and can then expect to go to Whale Island and come out as a gunnery specialist with a good chance of a dreadnought.�
�Thank you, sir.�
�Captain will see you in the First Dog. Until then, settle yourself in your quarters and see the Paymaster. Advantage of so big a ship�� a cabin you don�t have to share.�
All seemed for the best and Hector looked forward to his future aboard Good Hope.
Christopher Adams had no doubts about his future�� his success was a certainty.
He joined the flagship and was welcomed by a cousin who was Commander and expected nothing but the best of him, knowing his record up to date.
�How�s your father, Adams? All well?�
The Viscount was in the best of health, he was happy to reply.
�Excellent! Let me see, you are a navigation specialist, I believe? Guns are for the oily-handed, after all. We will be able to see to your courses in quick time, I do not doubt. You have your certificate, I know. The captain will see you in a few minutes and Admiral Jellicoe will want to make your acquaintance. I�ll send a mid to take you to your cabin and show you round for an hour or two. See you at dinner tonight, old chap.�

Chapter Three

Life aboard a destroyer was paradoxically pleasant, Simon decided. There was every rational argument against the existence, yet it was enjoyable. He would not willingly end it, he realised. Captain Ironside must have spotted some maverick trait in him that made him the right sort for small ships�� he wondered what it might be that made him revel in the boats.
Life was uncomfortable in port and almost intolerable at sea. It was cold, wet and cramped�� and he at least was berthed in the tiny cabins around the wardroom. The men, whose messes were in the forecastle, were up to their ankles in seawater more often than not as she dug into the waves.
The blankets smelled of mould and were normally d& there was no heating.
Their food was edible but lacked variety and often nutrition. For the wardroom, fried eggs and bacon with bread sliced thick but normally fresh�� they were rarely out for two days at a time�� was varied with corned beef fritters and fried eggs. When the sea was too high and the steward could not work his frying pan, then it was cold beans from a can with bread and bottled beer. If the stove could be lit then they drank cocoa�� pusser�s kye�� boiling water poured on a mixture of chocolate powder and brown sugar and undiluted condensed milk with custard powder sprinkled in to thicken the liquid so that it would crawl out of a tilted mug. When possible, a tot of navy rum added flavour. The men probably ate a little better, fed from a galley which could roast and bake as well as fry; even so, boils and other skin conditions were not uncommon among the destroyer men.
It was standard practice for hands and officers alike to dress before leaving harbour in the maximum of wool and waterproofs available, and to undress only after having moored again. They probably smelt but were normally soaked in seawater, so it didn�t notice.
At sea, Simon found himself bearing a hand whenever a job needed doing. On the dreadnought, the officer�s function had been strictly to oversee�� to give an order and watch as it was carried out. On the destroyer�s deck the whole party worked together except when leaving and entering harbour, under the eyes of superiors. He lost a fingernail in the first week, flicked off by a bucking cable he was hauling on. His hand was so cold he didn�t notice until he had returned to the wardroom after his watch and it warmed enough to begin to hurt. The nail eventually grew back, thicker and horny, but it made no great difference�� he could use the hand perfectly well.
�Joined the club, Sub?�
Dacres raised his left hand, pointed to the cracked and thickened thumbnail.
�That�s how you tell a small ships man�� which you are, by the way. Your last captain called you right, young man.�
Simon knew that was true�� the hardships were part of the game, the price of freedom. He had never questioned his own espousal of the seafaring life but now he knew that roughing it in a destroyer was far more enjoyable than the almost office-like routine of a battleship.
Dacres laughed at the expressions crossing his face.
�You�ll never be happy away from the boats, unless you choose submarines. Never fancied them, myself.�
Simon shook his head. Going down below the surface was not his idea of fun�� the very thought of locking down a hatch and disappearing under the waves made him shudder.
�They only take volunteers�� you�ll never be posted against your will to the underwater boats.�
They returned to harbour after the latest training exercise, four boats in line astern, a half flotilla acting under their section leader. They had raced out to the Belgian coast, just outside territorial waters off Ostend, and had made a mock attack on a ferry leaving harbour and had then practised formations, changing from line abreast to echelon to forming pairs and crossing each other from either beam, all at speed. It was good for them, they supposed, but the main effect was to prove that they could not use the fore gun at more than ten knots and that they were limited in visibility for aiming the torpedoes, their own bow wave obscuring their sight.
�Useful targets, the ferries�� they�re fast, Sub. Gives an idea of what it would be like to attack a light cruiser.�
�Slowly, at night, I would think, sir.�
�Exactly! Can�t see a bloody thing at speed. Lay up, hove to, well off the bow of a target at night and then let it close to ten cables and pour on the coals and fire from four cables or less and get out in the opposite direction. Might work.�
Most cruisers carried six inch guns and several smaller quick firers besides. At point blank range, eight hundred yards or less, the chance of survival once seen would be small.
�What depth are mines normally set to, sir?�
�About ten feet, so as to do damage to a battleship�s hull below the armour line. Most merchantmen draw at least ten feet.�
�It might be possible, sir, to show ourselves to a bigger ship and then run across a field. We draw eight and half feet, sir.�
�You�re bloody mad, Sub! Find the trough of a wave and we are four feet deeper, or more. Not a good trick!�
�If worst came to worst, sir��
�You got Japanese blood in you, Sub? Hara kiri and all that, take your enemy down with you in a shower of blood shouting �hurrah for Old England�?�
�It was only a thought, sir.�
�Bloody daft thought at that. You can do it if ever me and the captain are killed in action and you are left as the last man on the bridge.�
�I�ll remember that, sir.�
�I had rather you did not!�
Periods of idleness came frequently during the winter when the storms made seagoing impossible. The boats tucked up in harbour and kept a minimum anchor watch aboard and sent their people off on local leave. The destroyers had a tradition already of breaking the official rules which laid down just how many days off a seaman might enjoy in a year.
Simon found himself on the train to London within a fortnight of joining Sheldrake, away for four days with orders to relax and come back ready for a cold month of hard work and poor food. He was well-off, his pay augmented by the hard-lying allowance paid to destroyer men and his quarter�s income sat in the bank. Captain Smallwood had recommended the Dorchester as welcoming to naval officers and being comfortable as well.
�Can�t cook, of course, but neither can anyone in England. You won�t notice anyway. A man who can scoff fried eggs and corned beef like you won�t worry about cordon bleu�� or have heard of it.�
Simon had not, did not know what the captain was talking about.
�Are you bound for London, sir?�
�Not me, Sub. Family home is in Norwich, bit outside, actually. Convenient sort of place for this posting.�
The Dorchester had a room, deciding that Simon looked of the right sort and that they should encourage him while still young�� he could be a client for another fifty years.
There was a lot to do in London for a lonely young man seeking activity so that he need not feel how isolated he was.
He ventured into the shopping areas, to Oxford Street, which he had heard of, where he went so far as to buy a book, a thriller, �The Riddle of the Sands�, to take back with him. It was all about German spies in the North Sea, he gathered, and should be a good read. He would leave it in his cabin in the depot ship where he slept in harbour; it was dry there.
While he was shopping, he spotted a pair of binoculars in a window and wandered inside to look at them�� his own glasses might be useful on the bridge. The store had a massive display of useful military accessories inside, including any number of different pistols, both revolvers and automatics, selling as officers� sidearms. The field glasses interested him most and he finally spent a huge fifteen pounds on a pair of naval binoculars made by Carl Zeiss of Jena. He was mildly irritated that he had to buy from Germany, but he would probably be using them against their makers.
There was music hall and shows for the evenings and the sights to see during the day�� he did not know London, had never lived there. He took his train back to Harwich, refreshed and ready for anything the Navy could throw at him. Only as he sat back in the comfort of first-class did he become aware that he was looking forward to a conversation when he got back�� he had talked to nobody in the four days he had been away.
�Take her out, Sub.�
�Sir.�
Simon had not expected the order but was not fazed by it�� he knew exactly what to do, had watched and learned and knew just where the current would catch the stern as they worked out of the destroyer moorings in the creek. Sheldrake held precisely to the channel as they moved out, saluting the two light cruisers in port and adhering to the set speed for manoeuvring as laid down by the harbour regulations.
�Very tidy, Sub! Couldn�t have done better myself. My watch. Secure forecastle and get below, Sub.�
The captain took a watch, there being only the three deck officers, commissioned gunner not a seaman watchkeeper but on twenty-four hour call to his guns. Mr Harker was as busy as any, training his crews and maintaining his weapons, keeping them clean and shiny and always ready for use, but he could not navigate or keep watch, not officially at least, where he might be seen.
�Boiler-clean and repairs in the yard in April, Sub. Three weeks off. Chief ERA Mason will remain with the ship. We are away. What will you do?�
�I hadn�t thought, sir. Three weeks�� that�s a long time� Take a holiday.�
�Think about it.�
Simon did as he was told�� he had no idea at all of what he might do on a holiday. He had made no particular friends in the flotilla and those he knew casually would not be on leave at the same time. He did not want to hang around in London, that was a place for weekends. There were placards on the railway station, advertising the Yorkshire Moors and the Lake District�� parts of the country he did not know. The Scottish Highlands, as well - healthy, outdoor hiking� He did not know that was his idea of fun, he had tried it on Exmoor and thought that another set of hills might be much the same. What about Paris? That was said to be a fine place for a holiday. The other officers had said that every young man should see Paris; they had nudged him when they said it.
It was easy to book a ticket from Harwich to London, changing there to the Boat Train and the cross-Channel ferry and another train direct to Paris. The railway company arranged hotels in Paris for a small fee�� all done for him. He packed his suitcase and set off on the appointed day�� the navy having not changed its mind and left him stranded, money paid and leave postponed. He was well off for cash, there being little to spend on in Harwich, and took a large sum with him, �just in case�, though in case of what, he was not entirely certain.
The travel was comfortable and the hotel well towards the centre of Paris, in the middle of the attractions. He had been in the lobby for a bare two minutes, discovering the directions to the Eiffel Tower, which he had been told he must see and mount, when a young lady who happened to be there found that she was walking in the same direction and volunteered to show him the way. She was a very pretty lady, dark-haired with huge brown eyes; he thought she was much the same age as himself, and he was very willing to accompany her, not noticing the grins of the lobby clerks.
Her name was Jacqueline, he soon discovered, and she also was visiting Paris, living as she did in the South, in Nice, and just occasionally visiting the capital. She had learned English in school, she told him, so it was lucky she had met him. By another coincidence, she was to remain in Paris for the next three weeks. They spent the day looking at the sights and ate in a pleasant little caf� she happened to have heard of and then walked back to the hotel. He did not quite know how they came to end up in bed together, but found he had no objections at all. A few days and he began to have suspicions, because she did seem to know much more than he did between the sheets�� but he was enjoying his holiday far too much to say so. He paid all of their expenses, naturally, and covered the occasional bill from a dress shop and eventually found, not by then to his surprise, that she had no intention of exchanging letters with him when he left. She thought he was generous indeed when he pulled one hundred sovereigns from his suitcase as he packed to go home. They parted the best of friends, each gaining much that they needed from the experience.
�You will become an admiral, Simon. Au revoir!�
He did not say what he feared she might become but gave her the happiest of farewells.
�Good time in Paris, Sub? Wipe that grin off your face, young man, and don�t tell me what you have been doing!�
Lieutenant Dacres was inclined to be envious. He had gone to the family home and had behaved decorously. The family was big in the county and had a good name�� the sons were not permitted to roister where they might be seen. He listened to the opinion of leading figures of the locality and had returned convinced, however, that war was a certainty within the twelvemonth.
�Captain�s pushing for a pair of machine guns, Sub. Might not be able to get Vickers guns fitted, but there are these new Lewises, you know. Lighter guns that can be mounted on a pintle and manned by one man. They use pans rather than belt feed�� far easier to handle. Close range only, but useful over a cable or so. What do you say, Mr Harker?�
�On the bridge wing, sir, high. Could be handy, particularly for dealing with gunboats and that sort of thing. We need more firepower, sir. Could be right for seaplanes, sir.�
�Seaplanes? In the air? Surely not! What would they do?�
�Drop bombs. Carry a gun, sir, and rake the deck. Planes are getting bigger and more powerful every day it seems, sir. They have formed a Royal Naval Air Service, you know, sir. Balloons and heavier-than-air craft, sir.�
Lieutenant Dacres was not sure that there was any future in the air, but there had been much talk of Zeppelins and he had heard of the RNAS, though he had no intention of getting in any way involved there himself.
�Nor you, Sub, if you are wise. No career there, young man.�
�Not for me, sir. Feet firmly on the deck, sir. Have any additional orders come through in preparation for war, sir?�
�Not yet. There is word of eligibility for promotion courses coming earlier�� you might be able to go off to Greenwich after just six months as a sub. Was I you, though, I would wait until autumn before applying. If war comes this year, then it ought to be in mid to late summer�� good marching time and the harvest due to come in and provide food for the army that steals it. If it hasn�t happened by mid-September, it won�t this year and you can spend winter ashore in the classroom. You want to be at sea when the war comes�� too good a chance to miss.�
The captain agreed.
�You look as if you had a good time in Paris, young man. Got up to all of the things one does there, no doubt. Good for you! What do you know about the Lewis Gun?�
�Only what Mr Dacres has just told me, sir.�
�Well said! We are getting a pair of them, together with a dozen of Lee-Enfields to keep on the rack in the wardroom with the revolvers. Their Lordships have also issued seventy cutlasses�� one apiece for the crew, would you believe!�
Simon kept a straight face.
�I am sure cutlasses will be useful if we get involved in boardings, sir. Perhaps they think we can attach them to the torpedoes, Boadicea style.�
Captain Smallwood thought that was funny�� he would suggest it to the Captain (Destroyers) at their next meeting.
�Captain D will take it up as his own joke, of course. It will be known through the fleet inside three months. Best it shouldn�t have your name attached, Sub. Junior officers ain�t allowed to be amusing. Anyway, to get back to the point. You will take charge of any boarding party. Nominate twelve ratings and a petty officer�� a leading hand that will have to be�� to carry rifles and a revolver for the PO. And cutlasses, I suppose�� no bayonets issued. You will also have the Lewises as well as the forward four inch. Mr Harker will show you how to load, fire and clear the Lewises. Exercise the hands with their rifles. Throw an oil can over the side as a target when we�re at sea. Are you any good with a revolver?�
Simon shook his head.
�Fired one, sir, on occasion at Dartmouth. Hit the back wall sometimes on the indoor range.�
�Keep to no more than six feet distant. Should work that close. Thing is, it�s assumed that Holland and Denmark and Norway and Sweden will stay out of the war, be neutrals and, obviously, passing through the North Sea. There will be a need to board and check them. That will be you.�
�Which boat, sir?�
�Good question. Starboard cutter. Speak to the Coxswain�� he can arrange that.�
The Coxswain was the most senior of the ratings, the Navy�s equivalent of a regimental sergeant major. He knew everything and was the final word aboard on seamanship; he also took the wheel in action. Simon knew that the Coxswain was a far more important figure than him and habitually addressed him with circumspection; among other things, he was twenty years his senior.
He looked around the tiny deck, spotted the coxswain inspecting the rear torpedo tube, walked down to him rather than calling the man to come to the bridge.
�Morning, Coxswain.�
�Good morning, sir. Just examining the mess the dockyard have left behind here, sir. Slapdash as ever, sir!�
The deck railings had been replaced and the paint job was less than precise. The railings were only mounted in harbour and were then visible to visitors or those passing by.
�Not good enough, Coxswain. It should not be too difficult to spread grey paint evenly.�
�You might have thought so, sir!�
�I am put in charge of our boarding party, Coxswain, and of the two new Lewis Guns we are to have at the bridge. Twelve men with rifles and a leading hand, probably to use the starboard cutter. Will you select the party for me?�
It went without saying that he would, but it was polite to ask.
�You are to be Boarding Officer, sir, for the inspection of neutrals?�
�That is the intent.�
�Always the chance of disguised raiders as well, sir. Merchant ships with false cabins or deck cargo concealing guns.�
�Hadn�t thought of that, Coxswain. I was more concerned about contraband cargo.�
�Not so much of a problem in the southern reaches of the North Sea. Outbound from Germany would not be carrying much at all. Inbound would have already passed through the Channel and will have been checked there.�
�So, it will be raiders to be concerned about� Commerce raiders would go northabout rather than risk being repeatedly stopped passing through the Channel. Any ship here would have it in mind to attack the traffic from Dover to Calais and the Belgian ports. Risky, but not impossible.�
The coxswain thought it highly unlikely, but it was good for sublieutenants to think for themselves�� they needed to exercise the brain they possessed, which was sometimes considerable.
They exercised in harbour at first, piling into the cutter, rifles in hand, and rowing hard for a cable before returning to be picked up. The first attempts were inclined to be comical�� the rifles were cumbersome and tended to get everywhere. The sick berth attendant put a number of stitches into faces that had been poked by the muzzle of the next man in line. The Coxswain stopped the fights that resulted afterwards.
A week and they had mastered entering and leaving the boat laden with their equipment. Simon added cutlasses at that point, nervously. None of them killed each other.
They were left with one simple and effectively insoluble problem which Simon took to Dacres.
�The cutter, sir. It�s at water level, with us in it. What do we do when we come alongside a ship with perhaps twelve feet of freeboard?�
�Wondered when that would occur to you, Sub! Call for a line and climb up. If they won�t cooperate, throw a grapnel, hook on and scramble up that way. If they are still feeling stroppy, they will cut your line on the hook, and then you signal Sheldrake and we put a burst of machine gun fire over their bridge. If they are still unwilling, then they are hostile and you will sheer off while Mr Harker puts a few rounds of four inch and twelve pounders into their hull. Odds are they will be armed and will shoot you to hell and gone in that case, of course!�
Simon thought for a while.
�What you are saying, sir, is that if they are innocent and harmless, they will help us aboard and we will achieve nothing, except for irritating them for having to stop on the high seas. If they are enemy, then we have given them the chance to cause us casualties by shooting up our boat.�
�Well put, Sub. Tell me what else we can do.�
�Nothing at all, sir. Will we enforce neutral shipping lanes? All traffic to follow specified and protected channels?�
�Yes. Of course, we are dealing with merchant seamen. There is no guarantee that a neutral will either know of the existence of the lanes or be able to navigate well enough to find them. A disguised naval raider, on the other hand, will have good charts and the ability to use them.�
�Heads, they win; tails, we lose. That�s not a very clever game to play, sir.�
�It�s the only game in town. In any case, you�re playing it, not me!�
�Sublieutenants are, as is well known, the least valuable form of maritime life, sir. A lot of them about, as well��
�Exactly so, Sub. As so often, you display a deep perception of the realities of naval life! The sooner you achieve promotion, the quicker you will be able to pass the buck to your juniors. Look on the bright side. If war comes, we may well have a mid appointed to us. Guess who gets boarding duty then.�
�Bright, keen and enthusiastic�� we need a midshipman, sir. How can we survive without one?�
�I fully agree, Sub. Do you know how to use a grappling hook?�
�I practised on the second-year cruise at Dartmouth, sir. On the sail training ship. We did all sorts of jolly things then�� including laying out on the yards, which certainly equipped us for service in the modern Navy.�
Dacres smiled. Every fully rigged naval vessel had been scrapped nearly ten years previously when Fisher had become First Naval Lord. There was nothing in service now that could be powered by sail, other than the sail training ships which the Admiralty had fought to keep, it being so good for youngsters to learn their ways.
�Good for you, Sub. Everybody knows that.�
�Then how could I doubt it, sir. Is there any possibility of getting hold of bayonets? The Royal Marines use them. If we ever have to go below decks, clearing the accommodation perhaps, then stabbing with a bayonet makes more sense than trying to swing a cutlass in a confined space.�
�Sensible comment, Sub. Officially, it can�t be done. I�ll have a word with the captain and see what can be achieved.�
A dozen bayonets appeared a few days later, nothing said. Simon drilled his boarding party in fixing them and using the rifles in the correct fashion. They had handles and he did not doubt that they would be wielded dagger fashion if it came to business, but he had to at least pretend that all would be by the book.
Summer made for easier conditions in the North Sea and the flotilla was able to go out and practice more frequently until the order came that they were to join the Fleet assembly and review planned for July. The whole of the Navy�� or all that was in Home waters�� was to present itself for inspection and exercise in a great, jolly jamboree, much loved by Royalty, the newspapers and elderly admirals.
Captain Smallwood called them together in his cabin.
�The whisper is, gentlemen, that the mobilisation of the Fleet is part of an Admiralty plan to put us on war readiness. All reservists are being called back to duty for the fortnight and the vessels in mothballs are ordered to sea. What we are supposed to do with the relics of the Victorian age, I don�t know�� but they will be there plodding along in their lines. They are pulling out the remaining predreadnought battleships and the heavy cruisers�� the Cressy class especially. I suspect the idea is that they are big gun ships and will be able to support the army inshore or take on a coastal defence role. I suppose it is possible that the Germans could raid the East coast ports with the aim of sinking the colliers coming down from Tyne and Tees to London and the south. Millions of tons of coal, literally, each year�� every power station needs coal and so do the factories, and we still have any number of coal-fired ships. Old battleships and cruisers could be useful to protect that trade and they might act as decoys, perhaps, to draw out German squadrons to attack them. The Grand Fleet will be at Scapa Flow and in others of the Scottish ports and could hope to sail and cut off the German Fleet if it sailed south. Be thankful we are posted to Harwich�� I would not fancy Scapa Flow.�
The Flow was cold, wet and dreary�� and that was the onshore facilities.
Dacres asked the questions.
�Is war a certainty, sir?�
�Captain D says that it�s just waiting for the excuse now. France and Germany actually want a rerun of 1870. The Kaiser hopes to have a justification for hitting into Russia. The Austro-Hungarians wish to unify their fissiparous Empire with a war. That�s a good word, by the way�� Captain D was very proud of it; I didn�t ask him what it meant. Only the Ottomans don�t really want a war, and they don�t count. The word is that the Kaiser has offered India to the Ottomans, though he hasn�t said how he is going to deliver it.�
�The Army will definitely be going to France, sir?�
�Of a certainty. There will be an Expeditionary Force. We will be out to act as stoppers to the Channel. No cruisers to get through. Nor light craft if Germany takes any of the Belgian ports. They will be a damned sight more difficult to stop.�
�Shallow draught and picking their way through the shoals off coast, sir. Not easy to spot, let along sink.�
�Exactly, First!�
Simon, unthinkingly, asked a question, breaking the rule that junior officers should be seen, if it was essential, but never heard.
�What about submarines, sir?�
�No�� nothing to worry about there. Official policy is that they will not be able to operate in the North Sea. They won�t be able to navigate the shoal waters submerged�� their speed is too low to master the currents to be found there. On the surface, they are far too vulnerable to hope to survive.�
Lieutenant Dacres enquired whose official policy it was.
�Good question. Roger Keyes is Commodore Submarines, as you all know, and he believes the policy is so much bullshit. So it�s a matter of who you believe. Captain D don�t like Keyes�� they were in China together when Keyes made his name at the Taku Forts and our man didn�t.�
They nodded gravely. It was a feud, and the Navy was full of those; most policy was determined by them.
�Right, sir. As far as Sheldrake is concerned, submarines are mythical. No consideration is to be given to countering them. Given that, sir, what are we to do about submarines?�
�Listen for them in the night. They have to charge their batteries and that is supposed to be noisy. Lookouts to be warned to be aware of high-revving internal combustion engines. In daylight, watch for periscopes and keep an eye out for low profiles such as conning towers close to water level. If seen, open fire immediately. Shell them to drive them under and keep them blind.�
�I did hear of depth bombs, sir, that could be dropped to explode under water.�
�I have heard of them too, First. Never seen one and don�t know how they would be put over the side. From the little I know, the submarine chaser has a hydrophone to stick under water to listen out for motors, and some sort of depth bomb launcher at the stern. That is everything I know. The lot!�
Lieutenant Dacres broke the following silence.
�Perhaps we should hope there won�t be any submarines, sir. Sub, are any of your boarders good shots with their rifles?�
�Don�t know, sir. Haven�t taken them to a range.�
�Pity. If any of them were marksmen, they could take their rifles on lookout with them and have a pot at any periscopes they saw. Break the glass, you know.�
They considered that. Captain Smallwood wondered just how effective it might be.
�Say from four hundred yards on a pitching and rolling ship at a target of what, less than a foot diameter? Good shooting, that would be.�
�Too good for me. What do you say, Harker?�
�Not a hope, sir. Might manage it in a flat calm. Even then I would rather use both four inch and the one twelve pounder that would bear. Three rounds rapid each might get close. With luck. Do better with one of those Zeppelins with bombs, sir.�
�They�re on the German side.�
�Yes, but we�ve got a few smaller ones, sir. In the RNAS. They might be the answer.�
Captain Smallwood summed up.
�But not a destroyer, it would seem. We must concentrate on what we can do. There are to be dummy torpedo firings, Mr Harker. Use the opportunity to train up two full crews and as many replacements as possible. Sub, you will shadow Mr Harker. If he is disabled, you will take his place.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
It was a direct order. It must be obeyed. Simon buttonholed Mr Harker later and begged the use of any manuals he possessed relating to the torpedoes.
�Easy enough, Sub. Simple sums. The captain will tell you the ship�s course and speed. You know the speed of the torpedo. You calculate the speed of the target and observe its course, taking note of any zigzag. You then work out the triangle to tell you how far ahead of the target you must aim. Then you gallop to the second tube and do the same.�
�All calculations done in the head, Mr Harker?�
�Yep! How�s your arithmetic, Sub?�
�About to get a lot better, I hope. What�s the minimum range you can fire at? There�s a safety cap on the torpedo, is there not?�
�Say four hundred yards, unless you know what you are doing. It�s a little propeller that unwinds in the water. If you have a sense of humour, you can partly unwind it while it�s still in the tube. Make a mistake and it may go off on hitting the water.�
�Let�s just say four hundred yards, Mr Harker. Two cables is as close as we want to get anyway.�
�I agree. It�s wiser. It�s a matter of by guess and by God, aiming a torpedo. You don�t have time enough to be completely scientific�� you just hope your eye�s in. If we get the chance and time enough at practice, I�ll let you try a couple.�
They practised and their dummy heads hit the targets on occasion. Simon fired twice and scored a hit, to his delight and the amazement of Mr Harker.
�How did you do that, Sub? That bloody cruiser was winding up to full speed and you hit her square in engineroom.�
�It was because he was so fast, Mr Harker. He couldn�t turn away in time, he was committed to his line. I think. I could see where he was going to be in three minutes.�
�More than I could, young man. Well done!�
Harker made sure that Captain Smallwood knew that the hit was Simon�s, that he had made the score on his own, unaided.
�Well done. Both of you, gentlemen!�
The flotilla steamed south and then west to Portsmouth and joined the Fleet for the summer manoeuvres. The destroyer, tiny at less than a thousand tons, was dwarfed by the battle fleet and the battlecruisers that joined it.
�Huge ships, sir.�
Captain Smallwood was inclined to be amused at Simon�s reaction.
�Love to put a torpedo into one of them, Sub?�
�A pair of them, sir. Right up from behind! They wouldn�t be so proud with their screws and rudders blown off! Crippled in the water and waiting for the coup de grace. Brings the submarines back into the equation, sir. Can a battle fleet live with half a dozen little submarines waiting for it to pass by?�
�What a vile thought, Sub! No. You�re right, but they look handsome enough. That�s Iron Duke with Jellicoe�s flag. Magnificent ship. Just out of the yard, working up still but looks everything a flagship should be. You will note the six inch batteries�� the superdreadnoughts are no longer all big-gun ships, though she has ten of thirteen point fives as her main armament. The six inch are a reaction to the torpedo boat, Sub�� purely defensive in nature. Useless against the submarine, of course.�
�Can anything defend against the submarine, sir?�
�Minefields? Flotillas of small craft with hydrophones and a depth bomb ship to be called up by wireless if they hear anything? Airships to patrol great expanses of sea and keep them submerged and slow? Torpedo nets in harbour? All suggestions that have been made in the last year. You pays your money and you takes your choice, like the showman said. There is a defence to every weapon, provided one can find it in time. A hot war will soon bring some sort of answer.�

Chapter Four

Christopher Adams was glad to be at sea at last. It was interesting, and good professional experience, to be present in the last few months of commissioning a great ship, but it involved a deal of tedious labour. Every day there were lists to check, installations to inspect, stores literally to count�� every pen and pencil in the chartroom was listed and had to be certified as present, together with bottles of ink and erasers.
He was a navigation specialist, or was to become one, and he had spent hours in the chartroom correcting the newly delivered charts for magnetic variation and entering the latest in soundings, buoys and lights reported from the Hydrographer�s Office. Normally, the reports came in whenever they docked and there would be a few charts to modify. On a new ship, charts for every mile of all of the world�s oceans, printed over the last five years, would be delivered and must all be made up to date with the corrections issued in the past half decade before sailing day. Iron Duke must be capable of sailing to any port in the world, of traversing every ocean and sea�� and that demanded that every chart must be precise. It was hard, detailed work and naturally fell to the most junior officer, assisted by a pair of midshipmen whose work must be double-checked�� by the sublieutenant. A single error could wreck the ship one day�� mistakes would do his career no good at all.
On top of his specialist labour, he had to stand his watches, which were no great responsibility with the ship still at the quayside. He had, however, to be turned out to flagship standards at all times, dressed in best doeskins, the finest of all cloths used for uniforms, and spotless. It was hard to keep a shirt perfectly white for four hours in a ship inhabited by greasy-handed dockyard mateys; it was essential that it should be achieved. The watchkeepers were visible to the admiral and his staff and were the obvious targets for his demands to achieve the standards he desired of his flagship.
It was part of the existence Christopher wanted for himself. Service on a flagship had its drawbacks but it was the golden route to promotion. A sublieutenant who excelled�� the alternative was to fail, there was no middle ground�� would be a full lieutenant inside the year and would then have every chance to achieve lieutenant commander in the minimum of seven years demanded in peacetime service. In a war, that period could be cut drastically, for the man who shone. More than one lieutenant had risen to full commander in three years on the China Station, where there was a permanent state of action. Almost all of those who had made such a meteoric climb had done so under the eye of their admiral.
The war that was coming was expected to last for six months, at most. The Navy would spend that time chasing down the German High Seas Fleet and bringing it to a battle greater than Trafalgar, and just as climactic. A young lieutenant must come out of that triumph with his promotions�� provided he was efficient, bold and above all, visible.
Christopher did all that was demanded of him, and a little more every time. He did not make a vulgar display of his prowess but ensured that it was quietly known. Already it was the case that if a task was more complex, more demanding than most, it should be given to him�� he would get it right.
He found his bunk in a state of near exhaustion every night, which was as it should be for a junior officer.
Off duty, he was to be seen in the wardroom, courteously socialising, never noisy or in the slightest degree tipsy, always present if there were guests and entertaining the most tedious in the politest fashion. He was not well-loved by his peers, but he was respected and recognised�� he was the brightest star of their constellation.
He stood on the bridge, properly to the wings, out of the way but immediately to hand, as Iron Duke steamed to her place at the head of the fleet, the admiral inspecting every ship they passed.
�What are those destroyers?�
The captain answered.
�The new H class, sir.�
�Got them, renamed last year. Is that the Harwich flotilla?�
There was silence. Christopher put his glasses on the flotilla.
�Beg pardon, sir. That is Sheldrake third in line�� I was on St Vincent with her sub and I see him on her bridge. She is a Harwich ship.�
Sheldrake was making twenty knots, her stem obscured in a cloud of spray, stern buried deep with the wake making it impossible to read her name. The wind was whipping her pennants.
�Well spotted, Sub.�
Christopher was delighted�� a compliment from the admiral was rare and his captain would be pleased that he had drawn it, showing the efficiency of his bridge party, even the least of them wide-awake.
Two days later and the fleet manoeuvres off Portland had come to an end and the expected message came from the Admiralty, ordering the ships to disperse. What came as a shock was the addendum. The Reserve ships and men would remain in commission and would take up stations according to their orders given in event of war; the Grand Fleet was to steam to Scotland, to Queensferry in the Firth of Forth and Scapa Flow, far to the north.
�All ships to wartime basis.�
Admiral Jellicoe sent the order and was then surprised at how literally it was taken. All flammable and superfluous items were jettisoned; this included the bulk of wardroom furniture, all of the wooden chairs and tables and cupboards ripped out and thrown over the side. The corticene�� the naval form of linoleum - floor covering, held down by an inflammable glue, was torn up and disposed of and the floors were stripped down to bare metal. Officers� cabins were gutted, some ships going so far as to throw out their mattresses.
Iron Duke herself did not go to that extreme�� a flagship had to be able to offer hospitality and that demanded a wardroom with reasonable comforts. As the most modern of the Fleet, she had sprinklers fitted and could hope to control fires, which provided another excuse.
News came through sparsely. The Admiralty sent its warning telegram and the crew was told that a state of war with Germany was likely to eventuate. Then they waited, out of contact with events and hoping to hear something by wireless as they steamed north at high speed.
There were the normal panics through the night as unlit fishing boats were spotted at the last minute and mistaken initially for torpedo craft. Admiral Jellicoe had memories of the Russian Fleet in 1905 identifying Dogger Bank trawlers as Japanese torpedo boats and strictly forbade any ship to open fire except at certainly identified targets. No fishermen were rammed or shot, which was a source of some pleasure when daylight came.
�Thank God it�s August, Sub! Light early in the morning!�
Additional destroyers and light cruisers were sent to Dover and Harwich to control the Channel.
Hector McDuff, suffering on the old Good Hope, deep in the South Atlantic was informed of the state of war and could not see that it would make any difference. They were cruising off the Falkland Islands in the depth of the Antarctic winter, freezing and praying only for a break in the incessant storms and that Admiral Craddock might allow a return to Cape Town and more clement weather. The waves broke over the high bows of the big cruiser and flowed along the decks almost as far as the bridge. Every exposed metal surface was covered with ice. Long icicles drooped from the gun barrels. At intervals in every watch deckhands were sent out to chip away the frozen encrustations, in part simply to reduce the massive weight high above the waterline, but also in the hope that the guns could be made serviceable.
The squadron was to be reinforced, they had heard, and they were to remain off Cape Horn to pick up any German merchantmen attempting to leave the Pacific for home waters. They were also to block the route into the Atlantic for the German Tsingtao squadron, in the unlikely event that it should escape the British and Australian Far Eastern flotillas, led as they were by the great battlecruiser Australia.
The captain had called his officers together in Port Stanley, had explained their function, told them what he expected of them in time of war.
�Mostly, gentlemen, we shall show the flag in the ports of South America. Just to remind them who rules the seas, you know. We shall coal out of Port Stanley and can expect to remain on station here for some months, until the message comes that the Tsingtao Squadron has been dealt with. We are a backstop, no more. When that first business is over and done with, then we shall probably leave Glasgow or Otranto on station here and base ourselves out of South Africa. The chances seem to be that we shall then be involved with the campaigns that are bound to eventuate in the German colonies. Namibia and Tanganyika have ports and will require naval action. That at least will be warm!�
The Commander performed his duty by asking the correct questions.
�Do we know what the Germans have in Tsingtao, sir?�
�Two eight inch cruisers and two six, according to the last reports. Good Hope outguns them with her nine point twos, of course.�
Hector knew that to be a half-truth. The modern German eight inch guns outranged the nine point twos and in any case, Good Hope had only two big guns, singly mounted fore and aft. The remainder of her guns were six inch, set on the broadside and half of them very close to the waterline and unusable in high seas. The other ships of the squadron, Monmouth and Glasgow, both with six inch at greatest, were to be joined by Otranto, an armed merchant cruiser with four inch guns and no armour at all. The two German armoured cruisers mounted sixteen eight inch guns between them and were known to have won some sort of German naval gunnery competition before sailing out to the China station.
Sublieutenants kept their mouths shut. That rule was inflexible on a large ship. He sat and listened as the Admiral�s intentions were explained.
If the squadron met the Germans, they were to sink them�� as simple as that. The Royal Navy did not lose battles at sea, had not done so for a century and was not about to start now. The spirit of Nelson was watching them. Admiral Kit Craddock had done remarkably well in the Boxer Uprising and was not about to fail in the South Atlantic�� they were privileged to sail under his command, the captain said.
The bar was opened, in celebration of the war they had been hoping for and which would make their careers. The captain insisted that the first drink�� on his account�� should be Navy Rum. He gave the traditional call.
�Up spirits!�
�Stand fast, the Holy Ghost!�
The equally traditional reply was thundered by all present, including the stewards. The tot was taken down in a single gulp, as was also traditional.
Hector managed to force the overproof, neat spirits down�� and keep them down�� tears coming to his eyes, to the entertainment of those close to him.
�Make a man of you, Sub!�
�Is that what it�s doing, sir? I wondered what was happening!�
There was a roar of laughter, the witticism passed on to all present and much approved of. It was the sort of thing that naval officers found funny.
The squadron had sailed, finding nothing at all at sea during the southern winter, as many of them had hoped.
War came to Kettering in a blaze of excitement. Young men packed the streets and cheered and shouted as they waited through the evening for the confirmation, for the telegram to arrive from London that the glorious hour was come. They roared as the announcement was made from the town hall and the church bells rang. They bellowed the national anthem, repeatedly, and shouted they would hang the Kaiser and march to Berlin to do so.
There had been no great war in a century and men of all classes had drunk in the statements of the wise that war would create a national renewal, whatever that might be, and would enable a rebirth of manliness in the whole Empire. The young of Britain knew they were to have the privilege of returning the �Great� to their country�s title; they were fortunate, they knew, to have the chance to shoulder a rifle and march as warriors, as �real� British men going to righteous battle. They yelled and roared and demanded that the recruiting offices should open immediately�� they could not wait for the morning.
Richard Baker watched from the outskirts of the crowds, not fancying being buffeted by the swaying, howling mob. They were friendly, certainly - and far too unrestrained for his taste, drunk on enthusiasm more than beer. There was something frenetic about them - a na�ve desire to wash themselves in the blood of the German that struck him as unwholesome. Part of the crowd had already smashed the windows of Steiner�s bakery, because his name sounded German. It was his opportunity, he recognised�� he was in uniform already, could play a cautious leading role in the rebirth of his nation, not too close to the front; near enough to be seen and to survive would be ideal.
He reported to the Drill Hall early in the morning, was informed that he had been made full lieutenant and should put up the rank immediately.
�As well, Lieutenant Baker, you should read this order, from the War Office.�
The Territorials were mobilised and should hold themselves ready for overseas service, their terms and conditions of enlistment having been modified by Order in Council. They were no longer to be restricted to postings in England, Scotland and Wales.
�The British Expeditionary Force, the BEF they will call it, is expected to sail for France within the next three days. We are to retain a training cadre in Kettering and send off our fittest, youngest and best to represent us in the ranks of the heroes. You will, naturally, be included in those to go. I have put my name down on the list.�
The captain was of at least forty-five years and had been close to retirement. The odds were high that he would be retained in England and possibly promoted major and given a training camp. Richard was more than a little envious of him, had sense enough not to volunteer to be his adjutant.
�Well done, sir. Where am I to go, sir, and who do I take with me?�
There was one second lieutenant, younger and junior to Richard. Smithers was very keen and little more than a schoolboy, only barely of age to join and much impressed by Richard�s two years at sea around the world. His father was headmaster of a local private school, just sufficiently genteel to allow his son�s commission in the Territorials. He was a pale, fair-haired youth, willowy, no more than a stripling, hardly looked like an officer; he worked as an unpaid teacher in his father�s school while he studied for University entrance. He would do, however, for all that would be demanded of a Terrier.
�You will take Smithers and Sergeant Grace, Corporals Abbott and Ekins and two platoons of eighteen men apiece. The thirty-nine comprise those who have their marksman�s badge and at least two years of training. They are our best and will represent Kettering in our great victory over the forces of evil presided over by the crippled Kaiser!�
Richard could see no difficulty there. They were to go to France and then march to Berlin, scattering the feeble forces of the Hun before them�� everybody had been saying so for weeks, since war had seemed inevitable. He had not expected to take so direct a role in the triumph himself�� had rather thought he might march in the celebratory parades, perhaps�� but he had no doubt he could play his part as necessary.
�The word has been placed in the national newspapers that all Territorials are to report to their drill halls, Baker. It will also be shown on the screens of the moving picture theatres. Remain here, if you would be so good, and inform the selected men of their luck. When all have been given their orders�� which are to muster here to march to the railway station for nine o�clock tomorrow morning�� you will return to your home to prepare yourself to lead them out. You will take the train to Bedford and will be attached to a battalion there. After that�� I do not know.�
Richard was less than delighted. Bedford was on the main line to London and it smacked of the possibility of joining the first to cross the Channel. He might have preferred to have been placed in the reserve. He showed keen and willing, there being no gain to anything else, and spoke personally to each of the men as they turned up. The thirty-eight local volunteers were present before ten o�clock, amazed, delighted at their great good luck in being chosen to join the adventure.
Sergeant Grace pulled them into parade order, set in two platoons and ranked properly by height, shortest in the middle. He called them to attention, handed over to Richard.
�At ease, men! We are to take the train to Bedford in the morning and will receive further orders there. You will carry your rifles, but ammunition will not be issued yet. Your corporals will check your equipment with you this morning. Be sure that you replace anything that is less than perfect. Do not bring personal belongings with you. Full sets of uniform; blankets; water bottles; cleaning kits�� all as issued and correctly put away in your knapsacks as you have been shown. I know it is high summer, and very hot, but you must bring your greatcoats�� we will need them on the march across Germany in two or three months time. For the moment, Sergeant Grace will dismiss you to stores and when all is ready you will return home for the night. Be fit, correctly dressed and sober for parade here at eight o�clock in the morning. Be ready and know that the whole town will be watching as you stride out to the station!�
They cheered.
�Carry on, Sergeant Grace.�
The sergeant had served more than twenty years in the Norfolks and had been given a Territorial posting as a reward in the absence of a meaningful pension. He was still fit and had no doubt he could take his boys to war, carrying his amateur officers the while.
Richard returned home in early afternoon. His father was waiting for him.
�Well?�
�We are to entrain for Bedford in the morning. I will go as a full lieutenant. The Territorials have had their terms changed, Father. We are to go to France.�
�Good. You have the chance to make something of yourself. You�re no bloody use to me at the works, but if you get promoted and pick up a medal, you can make a living at something afterwards. Come back with a bit of a name and I�ll find the money to set you up as something respectable and I�ll leave you a few quid in the Will. A motor car showroom, perhaps, selling cars�� it�s respectable and you might be able to do it.�
Richard had wondered why his father had had him taught to drive in the mostly idle months since he had returned home. He had spent his days lounging about the town and driving out occasionally and reading a few books as well as practising his drill and picking up the basic skills at the Drill Hall. He had spent a good few evenings at the Palais de Dance, mashing with the local girls who all knew his father had money and a few of whom had been prepared to take some of that cash directly from him, joining him in the discreet rooms of the smaller local hotel. He had rather enjoyed the half year, in fact, and considered himself to be a man, cutting a swathe through the local womanhood. He was no longer a little sailor boy. Now it seemed that he was to make a living, after getting the war out of the way. Selling motor cars was respectable, he thought, and would give him a position in the town and the opportunity to meet more of available young females. He was glad he had chosen to cultivate the military moustache�� and even more thankful he had dark facial hair that showed strong and manly. It would all go to make him seem more of a fighting soldier and it was important to look the part, especially if he could avoid actually playing it.
�Are my cousins to join up, Father?�
All three were now employed at the ironworks, were settling in to run and eventually inherit the concern.
�No! They�ve got useful things to do. Any number of orders lined up for light guns for the Army. As well, we are opening up another foundry to run out bayonets�� got an order for a hundred thousand of them! Might be more to come after that. Had a chap talking about armour plate only yesterday. Difficult, that, but carries a hell of a profit. If we make that, the Navy will pay for a spur line from the railway direct to the works. Worth doing. Much too busy to lose the three boys to the Army. You�ll do to show the family is patriotic. First time you�ve been useful for anything.�
�Thank you, Father.�
�My pleasure, my son. I want you to come with me to dinner tonight. Going across to old Packer�s place, with your mother and the girls. Wear your dress uniform.�
Packer owned the largest haulage firm in the county. His drays carried the iron goods from the works to the railway yard, among many other contracts. He actually possessed two steam lorries as well as his horse-drawn wagons. He had two sons of marriageable age and daughters as well, Richard recalled.
Richard thought at first that he was being put on display before Packer�s daughters. He was soon disabused of that idea.
�No need for you to primp and puff your chest out, boy! Packer knows you ain�t in the way of inheriting nothing! Or nothing much. Your cousin John will be put in the way of his third girl, when he�s old enough. The girl�s only fourteen now so she ain�t here in company tonight but she�ll do well for him�� presentable and not too clever for her own good. We�ve agreed that. His eldest boy is looking our girls over, see if either meets his taste. Useful marriage for the family.�
�Then, why I am I here at all, sir?�
�To show off the uniform, you bloody fool! Soldiers are the great men just at the moment and Packer�s servants will pass the word that my son is off to war. Servants gossip and every big house in the county will know inside the week. Might get a contract or two on the back of it.�
�If I come back a major, Father, then I will be welcome in those big houses myself��
�Might be. Worth thinking about, if you do. Ain�t seen any reason to suppose you�re good for anything yet.�
There was no answer to that, particularly because Richard himself had no reason to suppose he was good for very much. He remained quiet as the family and guests filed into the dining room, took his seat and ate a meal that might not have been out of place in a naval wardroom. Poorly cooked and bland - brown soup followed by roast beef and soggy vegetables and then custard and marmalade sponge pudding. The ladies left, in imitation of the gentry, and the men swigged at mediocre port wine. All the while, Richard tried to discover what he was good for.
He summed up all that was positive�� he had stopped eating sugary sweets in the previous six months and was less fat and spotty as a result. The local girls said he was handsome, in fact, but they might be measuring him by the size of his wallet rather than any other attribute. He had taken a little of exercise and could now walk two or three miles without panting. He had learned his drill and discovered how to counterfeit the bearing of an officer, something he had never achieved at sea.
On the negative�� he had made no attempt to earn his living and did not know how to do so. Even selling motor cars might demand more of him than he knew he could give.
For the future? He had no idea. He would try to make a good job of this fortuitous war, this opportunity to shine. He was in the right place, so it seemed. A Territorial officer attached to a regular battalion would be kept out of the way, he expected, would toddle along behind when the hard fighting commenced and could be seen bringing up the reserves as the battle was won. Afterwards, there would be vacancies to fill�� officers would fall in the campaign and would need be replaced when peace came. Little doubt that he would make captain, and there was a small chance of climbing further up the military tree, if he was lucky.
The volunteers were thronging to the ranks and there would be a need for officers to command the new battalions. Common sense said these new men would be sent out to the Army of Occupation that would be needed to pacify Germany after her defeat. Four or five years could well see him as a major, which would be the ideal rank to attain. He could never expect to make lieutenant-colonel�� the final regimental promotion demanded too much by way of a private income and connections. A major, though, was respectable and might look to be made Chief Constable or Chairman of a Hospital Board or something similar carrying a hefty pay packet and even more in the way of �expenses�.
By the time they rose from the table he had convinced himself that he was lucky�� all had turned out for the best and his life was to be a shining success. He blessed the war that had come to rescue him.
The two platoons set out from the drill hall at the regulation march pace, officers at the head and Sergeant Grace bringing up the rear where he could whisper necessary commands to keep them together. They reached the sooty redbrick railway station and were paraded outside the doors for the mayor to give them a formal farewell, first of Kettering�s braves to go to the great adventure. The old gentleman took ten minutes to reach his peroration.
�First of the many! I salute you, one and all, and will welcome you home victorious before too many months have passed. Go you Heroes! Go to Victory!�
Richard considered it all just a little overblown, but the photographer for the newspaper was busy and he needed to display a stern and martial visage, for the benefit of his future.
The railway engine whistled and they marched at its command, the men entering their reserved third-class carriage, the pair of officers going to first, as was necessary, Smithers much excited to be part of his life�s very first adventure.
�I say, Baker, isn�t it terribly jolly! Aren�t we lucky to be first of all of the town to be given the chance! Do you think we should wave? My sister is watching, with my parents. My father has to find another usher to take my place at the school, but he doesn�t mind at all! He has brought the boys to farewell us, look!�
Richard peered at the assembled Smithers and decided he would not get to know the boy�s sister�� a pallid, insipid creature! He could not imagine her squeaking underneath him in a bed.
They stood and saluted, thinking that was best. The crowd cheered again as they pulled away.
Thirty minutes took them to Bedford where they formed up on the platform and marched out onto Midland Road where there was a picket waiting for them.
Richard spotted a sergeant with a red armband, assumed he was Military Police and there to pass on the orders to newcomers.
�Territorials from Kettering, Sergeant.�
�Yes, sir.�
The sergeant gave his salute, endeavouring not to show his distaste for amateur gentlemen.
�Your half-company is to go out to the barracks, sir. You will be attached to the Third Battalion of the Bedfords which is currently forming, sir. First Battalion is in Jamaica, sir. Second is to form the barracks cadre. Third should entrain for Dover this afternoon, sir. My private will show you the way to the barracks, sir.�
�Very good. Thank you.�
It was not entirely forbidden to offer thanks to other ranks, but it was uncommon and was a sign either of a good officer or one who was unsure of himself. The MP gave Richard the benefit of the doubt.
Three quarters of an hour and the two platoons had been assigned a temporary barrack room and Sergeant Grace was discovering the agenda for the day. All had been organised to the minute and the men filed into the Armoury and were issued sixty live rounds and additional clips to load them in and were then sent to queue at the grindstone for a sharp on their bayonets. After that, they were to go to the mess hall and then to stores to pick up groundsheets, which were not standard issue for Territorials.
Richard and Smithers were escorted to the colonel�s office.
Lieutenant-Colonel Braithwaite greeted them briskly.
�Baker and Smithers! Kettering Drill Hall, Midland Brigade, Territorials. Welcome to the Regiment. At my arrangement, all of my officers are made regulars, although in your case with commissions for the duration of the hostilities. I have every expectation that you will show well and in such case your commissions will be made permanent�� but that must wait a few weeks. Don�t want two sorts of officers in my mess�� all gentlemen together, what?�
Richard had sense enough to murmur his thanks.
�Good show! We are to entrain at four o�clock, changing trains and station in London and are due to reach Dover for oh-two hundred hours. We�ll be late, of course�� the railways never run to time! We are then to take an available boat to Calais and will be given a destination there. Now you know as much as I do! All I have to say to you is to do your duty�� which I know you will�� and show a good face to the men. You are both young, I know, but I see you have made a respectable start to the moustache, Baker. Tradition in the Regiment, of course, as well as King�s Regulations. Do your best, Mr Smithers. D Company Commander, Captain Platt, is waiting for you in his office.�
They dismissed to find Captain Platt, Richard quietly wondering just how Smithers was to �do his best� to grow his moustache. The colonel had a magnificent, bushy set of handlebars, carefully trimmed and rather ginger. Difficult for a young man to match.
Captain Platt was tall and also possessed a heavy growth on his lip�� that seemed to be his sole distinction. He was at least thirty�� ancient, in the lieutenants� opinion�� and seemed inclined to dither.
�Ah� Yes. Good to meet you both. Do take a seat. Now then� Thing is, bit short of officers, Third Battalion just being formed. Can�t set you to understudy an experienced man. Best thing is for you to keep the Territorials, Baker, and for Smithers to have the half-company from the Second Battalion that forms the cadre. The Territorials will be harder work, of course.�
Richard acknowledged the order�� as the senior of the two he had been given the more demanding job, which was useful. Sergeant Grace would do the bulk of the work�� he knew his way around the Army.
�Now then, you must see the Adjutant, for pay and such. Get your names on the roster and see to the mess bills. Have you got sidearms? I am told that Terriers do not normally carry them.�
They shook their heads.
�Got to have them on active service. Adjutant will see about them. Deduct them from your pay, of course�� an officer must buy his own revolver. That apart, there is the matter of a sword. Regimental pattern. Need it for parades. See the Adjutant. Time for lunch after that. Don�t drink too much�� busy afternoon!�
The busy afternoon consisted of telling Sergeant Grace to carry on; collecting the heavy .455 Webley revolver from the Armoury and discovering how to fit it to his belt; tucking a box of ammunition into his own bag and signing all of his pay away to the Adjutant for mess fees. He was carrying twenty pounds in sovereigns - his father having found out that he would need cash in his pocket - and was unconcerned that he would never see his pay. The Navy would have been the same.
Smithers was somewhat upset, his private income amounting to a ten shilling note his headmaster father had found for him.
The adjutant had supplied a batman for Richard, an older man, less useful in a rifle platoon; he would be left behind when they marched out in France but would be necessary for the month or two they expected to spend in base camp at Calais. Smithers would share a man with two other second lieutenants. It seemed reasonable to Richard, who didn�t much like Smithers in any case.
�What about swords, sir?�
The Adjutant shook his head.
�Field equipment only, Baker. The sword will be needed for the ceremonial parades after the war. Put in your order for a blade to our pattern�� I can do that for you�� and the sword cutlers will have it ready by Christmas, when you need it. Nothing for you to worry about there. Buttons!�
The last cry puzzled Richard.
�You haven�t got Regimental buttons, on your uniforms! What can we do? No time to get to the tailors! I must speak to the colonel.�
The first reaction was that it was impossible for the Territorial officers�� there were eight in total�� to go to France with the battalion. They would have to wait in the barracks for the tailors to provide them with new uniforms, taking advantage of the delay to correct their cut, which was not quite what the Regiment liked.
�Shoulder badges as well, though the batmen would have been expected to sew them on.�
Richard was not at all displeased to discover that they would not join the spearhead of the BEF after all.
An hour later and they were called back to the colonel.
�Talked to the War Office. Used the telephone! Can�t send the battalion short of officers and we are needed in France�� part of the establishment of the BEF. You have to come with us. I have sent a telegram to the tailors and they will meet us in London with buttons and as many of their outworkers as they can round up. They will work on your existing uniforms on the train down to Dover. They will replace buttons on one set of working dress and mess undress, at least. More if possible. Your batmen can do the rest as quickly as is practical. Shocking!�
It was lucky, they were told, that the Adjutant had spotted the problem in time. God alone knew what they could have done if the buttons had not been noticed before they reached France!
�War Office is to blame�� they must surely have known this difficulty would arise if they mobilised the Territorials. Not your fault, gentlemen, but they should perhaps have appointed you to lesser Regiments where it would not have mattered so much. We do have standards, you know!�
The train chugged slowly away at four o�clock exactly, the battalion all aboard, and reached St Pancras and the tender care of the tailors at six. There were omnibuses lined up waiting for them and they were taken in convoy across London to Victoria station where they joined a mass of other battalions come in mostly from Salisbury Plain, where the bulk of the Army was to be found in summer.
Trains were loading for Dover at every platform and they waited no more than an hour to embark. Then they sat in their carriages until the lines were clear and they could pull out.
They reached Dover in the August dawn and made up the numbers on the deck of a ferry, packed shoulder to shoulder, grossly overloaded. An escort of destroyers and sloops took them across the Channel, Richard interested to notice that the small ships seemed to have little idea of where they should be, were wandering almost at random. He was glad that there were no submarines in the offing.
They marched off into Calais in mid-morning, finding Military Police ready to guide them out on the roads to the Belgian frontier. There was no base camp, they were to go out immediately in search of the war.
The word came down the line that there was no transport. They were to march. The baggage train would follow after as soon as horses and wagons could be organised.
�What about food, Captain Platt?�
�Jolly good question, Baker! I�ll ask the Major. For the moment�� march!�
�Where are we going, sir?�
�Northeast, more or less. Following the road into Belgium, somewhere. The Colonel says we shall receive further orders in the next few days. First of all we must get wherever we are going.�

Chapter Five

The flotilla made its way along the Channel, returning to Harwich in line astern behind its leader, Robin, still one of the destroyers although the plan was to bring in a light cruiser for Captain D to command. The cruiser would have space for the necessary staff a functioning leader must have and would carry wireless equipment.
Sheldrake was now sixth in line, second in her half section, reflecting her level of efficiency and her captain�s imminent prospect of promotion from lieutenant-in-command to lieutenant commander and leadership of his own half of a flotilla.
�Robin signalling, sir.�
The Yeoman of Signals would not have made the comment if he could have read the flag hoist. Unfortunately, travelling at twenty knots the flags streamed fore and aft and were impossible to pick out.
�Sparrow leaving the line, sir.�
Sparrow was second in the line and was probably being sent out to act as a repeating ship, put in a position where she could see and be seen. The gross inefficiency of the system was no reason for installing wireless�� the Admiralty knew that flags were better for signalling after centuries of experience with them.
A delay of three minutes and the Yeoman called out again.
�Robin repeated Sparrow. Unknown ship at green twenty, distant fifteen thousand yards.
Flotilla to intercept. Maximum practical speed. Executive, sir.�
Some of the flotilla had had recent boiler cleans and others were overdue. The Class had been built in different yards and although theoretically identical, their top speeds differed by as much as two knots. Captain D was giving them their head, allowing the fastest to close the unknown ship first.
�Full speed ahead. Ten of starboard wheel on, quartermaster.� Captain Smallwood bent down to the engineroom voicepipe. �Emergency speed, Chief! We have a possible enemy in sight.�
The Coxswain came to the wheel, taking over when in action.
Sheldrake surged up to her maximum of twenty-seven knots and then continued to put on speed, the Chief ERA choosing to disregard safe working pressures and to stretch his turbine a little further than she was designed for. It was the Chief�s engine and he had worked on it since he had joined Sheldrake when she was part-complete on the slip. Hopefully, he knew exactly what she could do; if he was mistaken the blown boiler would kill him first.
�Twenty-eight point two, Mr Dacres!�
�Impressive, sir! Sub to stern four inch, sir?�
The bows could not be seen, green water sweeping across the forecastle and making the forward gun unworkable. There was a cloud of white spray rising to twenty feet, almost as if she was submerged.
�Go, Sub. If it is a Hun, I will give you the �fire at will�.�
Simon saluted and ran to the stern, knowing that if his gun scored a hit in these conditions it would be little short of the miraculous, but very good for his future.
Two minutes after he reached the gun the command came.
�With common shell, load, load, load!�
The breechblock opened and the thirty-one pound shell was thrown in, the silk bag of the charge following and the breech closed and a detonator inserted, all in fifteen seconds.
�Train forward, starboard twenty degrees.�
Simon expected Captain Smallwood to turn as soon as he came within easy range to give both guns that would bear a better view of their target.
�Ship is a minelayer. Fire at will.�
�Bloody swine, sir! Got to have left port before war was declared, sir!�
The gunlayer seemed quite upset by this example of forethought on the part of the Germans.
The minelayer was a converted passenger ferry at a glance, higher out of the water than a naval vessel and probably thin-skinned, without armour on the hull and fast. She would have been able to make a dash into the French coast and lay a field outside Calais, hoping to catch the troopships.
�Range is five thousand yards, sir.�
Sheldrake was rolling heavily as she came around.
�Wait. Fire when we come on course. Wait� Shoot.�
The gunlayer delayed a couple of seconds until Sheldrake�s deck was level before pulling the lanyard. The crew ran into the reload, shaving a second off their practice time.
�Short one hundred, left fifty. Shoot.�
Simon kept his glasses on the target. He saw splashes from other ships� fire, tried to ignore them, counting down their own shell.
�Hit! Forward, almost on the bows. Shoot.�
The gunlayer made his minor corrections and achieved an over. His next shell hit the bridge superstructure. Seconds later a shell from one of the others in the flotilla landed in the stern, among the remaining mines waiting to be laid. The explosion blew the minelayer apart, her bows visible for a few seconds, pointing vertically upwards before sliding under.
�Cease fire. Secure the gun.�
The gunlayer supervised the delicate process of unloading a hot gun, far slower, step by step and each procedure confirmed.
�Well done! Good shooting and fast. The captain will be pleased with your work.�
Simon reported to the bridge.
�Good shooting, Sub. Two hits from four rounds at speed. Well done. The twelve pounder got seven rounds away and missed with them all.�
The Yeoman called a signal.
�From Robin, sir. Good work. Half section to form line abreast on Woodpecker and make slow speed sweep for floating mines.�
�Your boarding party to the forecastle, Sub. With rifles. Sink or explode any mines seen.�
That was a far less popular duty.
International Law stated that all mines must be held in place by sinkers and that minefields should be plotted and all neutrals informed of their exact location. Drifting mines were strictly forbidden.
The few naval officers of any country who had bothered to inform themselves of that law regarded it as a nonsense.
Woodpecker sent her orders and the three others of the section formed up on her, distant three cables, and proceeded to crawl at five knots along the track of the minelayer. They presumed that the aim would have been to catch troopships crossing between the Channel ports, which limited the possible placement of the mines. Ten minutes saw Woodpecker herself spotting the first floater; they heard her rifles firing and then saw a spout of water high in the air, perhaps eighty yards off her bows.
�That will give their engineroom a shaking, Sub.�
The explosion would be magnified below water level, drumming in the big spaces of the engineroom. Unpleasant, Simon thought.
Nothing for a few more minutes then a rifleman calling from the bows.
�Object, sir, dead ahead one cable.�
Sheldrake made an emergency turn away, lay hove-to with the mine in easy sight off the port bow. The rifles fired and missed, repeatedly. The mine was not a large target in itself at two hundred yards and its horns, the detonators that exploded when they contacted a ship�s hull, were even smaller.
�For God�s sake, Sub! Get up there and do something about it!�
Simon ordered the twelve men to cease fire and to reload.
�On my command, three rounds, rapid fire�� He waited on the roll, called the command. �Shoot!�
One of the rounds hit a detonator. The mine exploded with a roar and the whole ship shuddered; a great cloud of dirty, smelly water blew down the wind and drenched them.
�That stinks, Sub!� Captain Smallwood called.
�It does too, sir� That�s a mine under Woodpecker�s bows, sir!�
The round black lump, horns just visible, was no more than ten yards distant from the ship, rolling free in the low swell.
They whooped the steam siren and yelled and waved and pointed but were too late. Woodpecker rose on a wave and dropped onto the mine. The explosion blew Woodpecker�s bows off almost as far as the bridge and she went straight down, engines still running and pushing her under. Sheldrake was at the scene in less than a minute but found no survivors, nothing more than a very few bodies thrown from the deck.
Sheldrake took command of the half-section and continued the search for mines until dark, as ordered. They arrived three-strong at Harwich soon after dawn, signalled for ambulances to remove seven corpses.
�Make to Captain D. �Woodpecker mined all hands�, Yeoman.�
The signal was sent and read by every ship in port as well as the shore base.
�Moor alongside, Captain report, sir.�
�Acknowledge, Yeoman. Take over, Mr Dacres. Secure from sea. Requisition for expended rounds. Report oil remaining. Statement of condition�� all as normal.�
�Aye aye, sir. Shore base is lowering ensign to half mast, sir.�
�Pricks! The Navy does not mourn its losses, Mr Dacres. We are proud of them! Some shore-bound idiot will be getting a bollocking for that, I much trust.�
�Captain D is signalling them, sir. I can see a petty officer running from the submarine base, sir.�
�No doubt carrying a message from Admiral Keyes, Dacres. Bloody disgraceful thing to do!�
Sheldrake came alongside and tied up and Captain Smallwood trotted ashore and made fast walking pace across to Captain D in Robin�� it would have been incorrect to run except under immediate bombardment by the German High Seas Fleet.
The ensign over the main building rose to full mast, the messages having reached their destination.
Dacres turned to Simon with half a smile.
�Some foolish chair-borne warrior has just picked up a royal rocket, Sub. He can expect to be posted to Scapa Flow by tomorrow, if he�s lucky. If he�s unlucky, he�ll be sent on a slow boat to Aden to stew in a hundred degrees with too little water ration. Very foolish thing to have done! Half bloody mast indeed! They didn�t do that for the Titanic! How much less for a boat lost in action!�
�First loss of the war, sir. I doubt whoever it was expected the Navy to take losses�� not if it�s all to be over by Christmas.�
�Well said, Sub! The Boer War was to be over in a hundred days - nothing to it. This one is fighting more than a bunch of bloody farmers. Can�t say it out loud, Sub, but I wouldn�t be surprised if it lasted for a year! Might be as big as the Crimea!�
Simon nodded gloomily, as was appropriate, mind racing. If it was that long, there was the certainty of making lieutenant, with a chance of becoming First on a boat at the end of the twelvemonth. That would do his career a deal of good. All he had to do was survive�� which meant keeping an eye out for mines, he supposed.
Captain Smallwood returned smelling of gin.
�Sheldrake is section leader, Mr Dacres. Put the stripe round the funnel.�
The section leaders identified themselves by a white stripe around the forward smokestack, more easily spotted than a flag at night and in the gloom of battle.
�Aye aye, sir.�
�I�ve got my half-stripe with immediate effect.�
A lieutenant commander carried two and a half stripes on his sleeve.
�Congratulations, sir.�
�Thank you. Dead man�s shoes, literally! Sub, you have your second stripe. Put it up now! There will be a midshipman joining us at soonest. Get a cupboard cleared out for him to sleep in.�
There was no spare cabin and they would have to shift stores around to make a hutch for the unfortunate youth to get his head down.
�We shall want to train the boy as a watchkeeper at soonest, Mr Sturton. Bring him along on the forward four inch and you to take the three aft guns. Mr Harker will have the torpedo tubes under his direct control�� they are our main battery.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
�Captain D was impressed by your performance, Mr Sturton. Two hits recorded from four rounds at speed is good shooting. Try to bring the twelve pounders up to the same standard. No point to getting a lot of rounds off if they don�t hit anything! Train up a spare second gun captain.�
There was a single full crew to the two twelve pounders. Being on the broadside, it was not expected that both would ever be in action at the same time. A spare gun captain could ensure that the unused gun was loaded and ready in case of any sudden change of course bringing it to bear.
�Captain D expects to be transferred to a light cruiser within days. She will make the flotilla up to eight again. Stores and oiling berth today. We will take our half-section out tomorrow, three strong, to the Belgian coast and patrol as far as the Dutch border inshore. The old cruisers of the Second Fleet will have the deeper offshore waters�� in expectation of raids by German cruisers. There is a chance of gunboats creeping down the coast, it seems, and we must keep them out of the Channel.�
�Submarines, sir?�
Captain Smallwood shook his head.
�The Admiralty believes that there is nothing to fear from the submarine. They will work with the High Seas Fleet, they believe, hoping to lay in ambush for our battleships. The expectation is that squadrons of the High Seas Fleet will raid into the North Sea and be chased back by the Grand Fleet, leading us over a line of waiting submarines and freshly laid minefields. Submarines will not be sent out singly on raids.�
Lieutenant Dacres hoped the Admiralty was right.
�There�s nothing we can do about them in any case, sir. We cannot detect them underwater or attack them under the sea if we should spot a periscope and chase it down.�
�I understand that there is more work being done on depth bombs, Mr Dacres. They will be issued to destroyers and fast small craft, together with the means of discharging them over the side or stern. We may have hydrophones fitted as well, to listen underwater.�
�Where will we fit all of this in such small ships, sir? Or accommodate the hands they will require?�
�I must imagine that the first lieutenant will be required to display some ingenuity, Mr Dacres. Not, as one might say, my problem!�
Simon did not smile�� wise new lieutenants did not offend their immediate masters.
�Lewis Guns, Mr Dacres!�
�Yes, sir? There was mention that they might be issued, sir.�
�There was indeed and a party will come aboard this very day to fit their mountings on the bridge wings. All hands on the bridge to learn their use, Mr Dacres, so that the nearest body may fire them as the need arises. Not impossible that they might be valuable in action with small craft at night. They are light weapons and can be shoulder fired at need. It should be possible to fit them to a boat for inshore work.�
�I shall speak to the ERA, sir. He is a man of some ingenuity.�
�He is also an Engineer Lieutenant as of this day, Mr Dacres. Commissioned with immediate effect. He is senior of the engineroom officers in the half section and may be needed to offer his expertise to our flotilla mates at sea. Best he should have the rank. He will retain his existing cabin space but will�� obviously�� mess in the wardroom.�
�He will be welcome, sir. Mr Mason will at least give someone else to talk to off duty. Conversation can be limited with but the three of us.�
�Excellent, Mr Dacres. Sailing with the morning�s tide.�
�Yes, sir. I trust the corpses from Woodpecker will be removed by then, sir?�
�What? Has nothing been done for them yet?�
�I doubt we were expected to take losses, sir. The port captain may not have made provision for casualties.�
�Bloody Hell! Wait till Captain D hears of this!�
There was a scurrying on the bridge and the most athletic of the signallers was sent at the run to Captain D with a written message. Five minutes and Robin sprouted flags, signals being sent to the shore authorities. Twenty minutes saw Captain D marching ashore, followed by the single lieutenant who comprised his staff.
A delay of two hours and civilian undertakers arrived at the dock with four hearses and seven coffins. The crew manned the deck and saluted as they left a few minutes later, the horses kept to strict funeral pace.
�Disorganised bloody shambles, Mr Dacres! They will need do better than that next time. Cause some upset in the town as well, conveying the bodies from the base to funeral parlours in the town. Not the way the Navy should do things! Heads will roll for that cock-up!�
The Admiralty heard of the undignified disposal of Naval corpses by mid-afternoon. Their reaction was to contact all of the newspapers, local and national, to persuade them not to mention the incident, �for the sake of the grieving wives and children and parents�.
The press considered its patriotic duty and the morning�s papers announced in banner headlines the obliteration of the cowardly Hun minelayer by the heroes of the Navy. Lesser paragraphs proclaimed the total destruction of Woodpecker by an illegal floating mine, wickedly laid by German criminals. No mention was made of the disposal of the recovered bodies, other than to state that they would be buried with full military honours, the first of the few who would sacrifice themselves to protect their nation�s future and the Empire�s glory.
�Bastards!�
Captain Smallwood tossed his newspaper to one side and returned to business.
�Signal preparative to sail, Mr Dacres. What�s that on the quay?�
�A running midshipman, sir, followed by a railway porter with two cases on a trolley.�
�Could be a good lad, that one, Mr Dacres. Never managed to make a porter hurry himself in all my career.�
�It is an achievement, sir. Perhaps he has a half-crown dragging behind him on a piece of string and the porter trying to catch up to it.�
�Carrot on a stick to get the donkey to hurry? Might work. Get him aboard, Mr Sturton.�
The midshipman panted his way to the deck where he stood and saluted.
�Midshipman Parrett reporting to join, sir.�
�Welcome aboard, Mr Parrett. Have you tipped your porter yet? He seems quite anxious.�
Simon nodded to a hand to collect the suitcases from the trolley before the porter could fling them into the harbour as he saw Parrett taking a thruppenny bit from his pocket.
�I would not recommend that, Mr Parrett. Here.�
He handed the boy a florin, saw him pass it across to the irate railwayman, heard the response.
�Two bloody bob, for running all the way from the station? Don�t bankrupt yourself, your lordship!�
�I say, sir. That�s not very polite to an officer and a gentleman.�
�Shut up, Mr Parrett, and be thankful he did not kick you. If you had given him just thruppence he undoubtedly would have. Report to Captain Smallwood on the bridge. Smith, take the midshipman�s cases to his accommodation.�
Simon could not refer to the little box as a cabin.
The hand picked the suitcases up again.
�Aye aye, sir. Leave �em outside the door, shall I, sir?�
It would probably be impossible to put them inside and leave space enough for the boy to stand.
�Do that, Smith.�
Simon made his way to the stern to check the screws as they left their berth, the last time he would perform that duty. Parrett would take over from him, as the most junior of officers.
Being on a destroyer with no space there was no gunroom for warrant officers and the single midshipman would have to mess in the wardroom, which was rapidly becoming crowded by extra bodies.
Sheldrake led the two survivors of the section to the harbour mouth, saluting every ship senior to them, a surprisingly large number of vessels including three massive and outdated cruisers.
�Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue, sir. Reserve Fleet. They have the southern North Sea Patrol, sir. Dogger Bank and the Broad Fourteens and too close to the German ports for safety.�
�Big, slow and hopeless, Mr Dacres. Never served in one. What are they exactly?�
�Twelve thousand tons, sir. Crew of about seven hundred and fifty�� mostly reservists and made up by boys from the training ships and Dartmouth, sir. Twenty-two knots, when new -which they ain�t, by a long way - and cumbersome. Very big and they turn slowly, sir. Not in perfect condition now after two years sat in dock in Reserve. Their captains are dug-outs, men who have failed to be considered for admiral and have been brought back from half-pay ashore to be put in charge of old wrecks. Their guns are old-fashioned and too many of them on the broadside; standard for cruisers of the day�� a pair of nine point two turret guns and six inch in double sponsons on the sides. They were a bad design, rushed into in response to the big Russian commerce destroyer built in the Nineties. The new German cruisers would tear them to shreds, sir.�
�God help them if they ever see action, Mr Dacres.�
�I was told they were to be escorted when went out on patrol, sir. Their job is to provide a big gun back-up to the destroyers�� which don�t make a lot of sense but better than leaving them on their own. The one thing in their favour is that they are good sea boats and will stay out when the destroyers have to run from a storm.�
�Don�t know about that, Dacres. Things are changing, in any case. Haven�t been given the details, but the word is that Captain D is going up in the world�� made rear admiral somewhere - and the Harwich Patrol is to be led by a younger, go-ahead man. Should be told what�s what in a few days.�
The three ships made their patrol and saw nothing other than fishing boats, mostly Dutch. It was a useful exercise for the new midshipman, he never having sailed in a small ship before.
�Gets the spewing over before he needs to do anything useful, Mr Sturton!� Captain Smallwood seemed rather amused at the boy�s plight. �Only a little chap�� wouldn�t have thought he had so much vomit in him! Whoops! There he goes again! Keep an eye on him, Mr Sturton, don�t let him fall over the side in his enthusiasm. Get him a tot�� neat rum will either kill him or cure him.�
Simon was almost amused.
He took the midshipman below for a few minutes.
�Don�t worry, Polly. Nelson was always sick on his first few days at sea. Every time he sailed. The important thing is to keep going�� don�t let it stop you. Drink plenty of water�� don�t let yourself dry out. Try to eat something, then at least you won�t be dry retching. I want you on the forward four inch this watch. Get to know the crew and watch them through their drill. No live firing today. Afternoon watch, I shall show you the Lewis Gun and give you a few rounds for practice. Good for me, as well�� I was only shown how to handle it yesterday when they were installed.�
The mid was inured to his nickname�� Parrett was a burden for a sailor. He staggered to the forecastle and watched as the gun was exercised. He knew how to handle a four inch breech loader, had been trained at Dartmouth, and thought, despite his misery, that he could improve their speed and effectiveness. The biggest single problem was that ammunition had to be passed up from the forecastle through a small hatch just in front of the bridge�� expensive in men, it needed four bodies to run the rounds and charges from the magazine to the hatch and then stretch up to put them in the hands of the ammunition passers above them. There was no ladder and the hands had got into the habit of pulling a table across to stand on underneath the hatch.
The mid reported his conclusions to Simon, who was de facto Gunnery Officer, although a destroyer had no such position.
�A sudden roll, sir, and the man on the table could fall off with a live shell in his arms. At best, it would interrupt the flow of rounds to the gun.�
�And at worst it could lead to an explosion. Well spotted, Mid. Stand back! If you are going to spew, not over my shoes!�
A great effort and Parrett managed to control his revolting belly.
�Other than that, sir, they just need more experience.�
�Agreed. The forecastle gun is often out of action due to weather when the others are still able to drill. They don�t get the amount of practice they need. Do what you can in harbour, but don�t rob them of their time ashore.�
As so often in the Navy, the order was almost impossible to carry out but must be obeyed.
�Aye aye, sir.�
They spent two days in Harwich, long enough to clean ship and for Parrett to eat some good meals. Then the signal came that the expected change had been made. The post of Captain D had been abolished and the Harwich Flotilla had been created and was to be led by Captain Tyrwhitt in the light cruiser Arethusa.
�Small and light indeed, but able to match us for speed, gentlemen. A pair of six inch and six four inch QF and four tubes. There is some slight argument whether she should be a destroyer leader or part of a light cruiser squadron. For the while, she is ours. Tyrwhitt has a good name for enterprise�� we shall be kept busy under him. He will be inspecting the flotilla tomorrow. Everything on top line for the morning! Not too much spit and polish�� none of this nonsense of shining the shells in the ready-use lockers! Clean and tidy, very much as you would normally expect of your divisions.�
The word was passed and the hands tucked their unofficial comforts out of sight and double-checked that all of the little jobs had been done, as they would before any inspection. They did not expect the new man to don white gloves and run his fingers along the tops of cupboards in search of dust and went to no extraordinary lengths as they might for a fussy admiral.
Captain Smallwood introduced his officers and accompanied Tyrwhitt as he strode quickly along the upper deck.
�What happened to Woodpecker, Captain Smallwood?�
�Floating mine, sir. We spotted it almost under her bows and with no wireless could not warn her in time. I doubt she could have turned away even if we had made immediate contact. It was almost as if the mine had popped to the surface in front of her.�
�Probably did, from all we can gather. Not impossible that the tethers on the mine were weak. Intelligence suggests that the mines were intended to be fixed. They may have floated loose by accident.�
�Woodpecker dropped her bow on top of the mine. It exploded directly under her forecastle, ten or fifteen feet from the bow itself. Blew the bow off and her engines drove her under, sir.�
�Not good to watch, Captain Smallwood. However, you had played your part in sinking the minelayer before she had dropped more than a quarter of her cargo. Well done.�
�The after four inch was very effective, sir. Two hits from four rounds while coming down from full speed. Lieutenant Sturton�� Sub as he then was�� in command.�
Tyrwhitt made a mental note of the name.
�You have a pair of Lewises, I see, Captain Smallwood.�
�Newly fitted, sir. Could well be of use, sir, for inshore work.�
�What about a two pound pompom?�
�Useful, sir, but, where would we put it? Gunners and magazine would demand space we probably haven�t got, sir, without fitting up a deck cabin, which might be possible between the forward funnel and the break of the forecastle, between the two twelve pounders. That puts more weight up high, sir.�
�So it does. Not necessarily a good idea. Look at it and give me an opinion.�
It was rare indeed that senior officers wanted an opinion on their ideas�� they normally simply demanded applause for them.
�We shall be getting more destroyers in, Captain Smallwood. Hopefully, they will be later and bigger. L class, I expect.�
The new destroyers had three four inch quick firers and a Maxim gun and four torpedo tubes and were good for twenty-nine knots. They were better sea boats than Sheldrake but were still not as powerful as the German destroyers.
�Separate flotillas, I must imagine, sir.�
�They can hardly work together, I agree, Captain Smallwood. I have not yet determined my policy but I am considering using your boats for inshore work while the L class are used for escort of the Live Bait Squadron and for hunting big ships trying to break into the Channel.�
Smallwood frowned.
�Live Bait, sir?�
�Those damned Cressy class cruisers. Anything up to five of them together. Almost useless except as a target to draw battlecruisers out of Cuxhaven or wherever they may be sheltering. A pair of twelve inch gun battlecruisers could butcher all five before breakfast�� with three thousand and more men aboard. A disaster for the Navy. But if I am there with a score of destroyers, then we might see what four torpedoes apiece can do.�
Smallwood was immediately envious.
�I know what you are thinking, Smallwood�� you do the work while I get the headlines. To an extent you are right, but I need your smaller boats where you can do most good. The Navy doesn�t care too much for the newspapers, you know�� we do understand what people are doing in the background. Knock off a gunboat or two or an armed trawler and you will be protecting the BEF, the important part of the job.�
It sounded very heartening, but it was less than ideal for young officers seeking early promotion.
�Will the flotilla be made up to eight again, sir?�
�Your section will have a fourth boat, Smallwood. By tonight. Blackbird is joining your half-section. I want you on the Belgian coast for dawn. The BEF is still crossing to France and so far we have lost no troopships. You killed the minelayer that could have created disaster. Now block the inshore passages against raiders from the north!�
Simon stood in the background, as was proper for one so junior, thinking it was all very heartening stuff, but a little too much of Boys� Own Paper for his taste. It smacked of �Up Guards and at �em��� which Wellington was said to have cried at Waterloo, despite such theatricality being out of character for the Iron Duke.
Dacres was at his side, gave a quizzical glance and whispered.
��Play up, play up and play the game�.�
Simon nodded. It was all very Victorian.
�Spy mania, gentlemen!�
Captain Smallwood surveyed the officers crowded onto the bridge.
�It is, and here I quote, �a known fact� that there are German spies along the coast. I am informed that many of the members of the German brass bands, so popular in the coastal resorts, are in fact military men, young officers of both services, sent to spy upon Britain.�
Dacres said it was highly likely.
�Tubas, no doubt, sir. They have to display little musical talent other than the ability to play �oompah, oompah��� ideal for a stiff-necked Prussian. No doubt while the trombones show off they are taking mental notes of the coastal defences of Cromer and Skegness - and Blackpool as well!�
The holiday resorts were very popular and far distant from any naval port.
�Shut up, Mr Dacres!�
�I was merely applauding the wisdom of our betters in the Admiralty, sir.�
�I am glad you appreciate the unceasing efforts that take place behind the scenes to make our nation safer, Mr Dacres. We are to leave harbour in the hours of darkness so that the bands cannot see the course we take. Hence the lack of running lights. You will note that other members of the Harwich Patrol will also be in movement, also without lights. That is not to mention the commercial traffic and the odd fishing vessel also present. We are permitted to shine an electric torch over the stern, provided it is well shaded.�
Dacres did not feel quite so witty on hearing that.
�Double lookouts on the bridge, sir. Two in the bows. Polly, you will hold the torch and will wave it furiously if you discover a set of bows about to join you from astern.�
The midshipman did not seem delighted to hear of his task.
�All hands on deck, sir, apart from the engineroom watch?�
�If you please, Mr Dacres. They are to wear lifejackets.�
�I think they may well be happy to do so, sir.�
�They sailed an hour after sunset and, rather to their surprise, made it out of the harbour without a collision. Five miles offshore and Captain Smallwood ordered running lights so that the others could form up on Sheldrake.
�Bugger the regulations, Mr Dacres! Mr Sturton, to your guns, please. Mr Parrett, inspect your gun and ensure all is ready then return to the bridge.�
Five minutes and the three destroyers were confirmed to be in line astern, at one cable interval.
�Yeoman, night signal for twenty knots, course as given. Executive, then dowse running lights.�
The other captain were waiting on the pre-arranged signal and maintained station as they sped off into the night.
Dawn saw the ships off Nieuwpoort, following the shoreline to the northeast.
�Fishing boats distant one mile to port bow! Small warships on sou�westerly course inshore at eight cables.�
The lookout�s call took them by surprise�� they had not really expected to find trade.

Chapter Six

�What are they, Mr Dacres?�
�Small, sir, and not shown in the book. They appear to be converted fishing vessels, sir, led by an old torpedo-boat destroyer, three funnels. Five of them all told. The leader seems to have tubes, sir��
Dacres returned to his telescope, useful over greater distances but difficult to focus quickly as the range varied. Simon had his own new binoculars to his eyes.
�Sturton?�
�Two tubes on the leader, sir. Three of small guns, their fifty mm quick firer, probably, sir. The four following have heavier guns, sir� something like four inch to the forecastle and twelve pounders or their equivalent, seventy-five mm, perhaps, to the stern. Maxims to the bridge, sir, or something similar. Leader is making speed, sir, building a bow wave.�
�Cox�n, steer for the leader. Yeoman, flotilla to close armed trawlers and take them if possible. Mr Harker, tubes ready. Sturton sink the torpedo-boat destroyer, open fire at your discretion. Battle ensigns.�
Simon ran to the stern, shouting at the gun captains.
�With common shell, load, load, load!�
The repetition was unnecessary at the beginning of an action when all was silent; originally meant to ensure that orders were heard under the noise of gunfire, it was now essential every time�� it was the way things were done.
�Twelve pounder, point of aim, the bridge of the destroyer. Four inch, aim for the waist.�
The heavier shells of the four inch might penetrate to the engineroom; with luck, they could detonate a torpedo warhead on deck.
�Range?�
The gunlayer answered, using his simple rangefinder.
�Six thousand yards and closing, sir.�
The target was small and fast�� and, fortunately, aggressive, coming in straight without zigzag.
�She is taking a line to release her torpedoes. Assume she will not vary her course and will be making twenty knots.�
The German squadron had been at the trawlers� speed of about eight knots and the leader was still coming up to her own best, likely to be at most twenty-five knots bearing in mind her age.
�Open fire!�
Both guns responded, firing unders and not changing their aim in the expectation that the German ship would keep her line and come up to them.
The twelve pounder did better on this occasion, landing her third round on the bows and the fourth into the bridge; it had been worth the hours of practice.
�Enemy has opened fire, sir.�
Only one of the fifty mm quickfirers would bear while the small destroyer was on a course to use her torpedoes. The fire was wild, the smaller ship thrown about far more by the low swell and her own speed.
�Hit, sir!�
The four inch had landed amidships, behind the bridge, close to the second funnel. Four more shells followed, slashing close alongside or actually hitting. The splinters would be whipping across the deck and cutting down gun crews and torpedo men.
�Falling off her line, sir.�
Possibly she had sustained damage to her steering; more likely the twelve pounder had made the bridge unusable, killing her coxswain.
The range was rapidly closing, Sheldrake reaching her own full speed.
�Ensigns still flying� Aim for the waterline.�
The four inch gave its sharp crack and hit low in the hull. Another twelve pound shell exploded in front of the bridge and was followed by a series of smaller explosions and a growing fire.
�Ready use rounds blowing, sir.�
�Continue the action.�
The German ensign was still proud and high.
Range was down to four hundred yards and pointing the gun was easier over open sights with no aim off. The next explosion was followed by a cloud of steam flaring from the deck.
�Boilers, sir.�
The small destroyer fell off into the trough, lay motionless other than for an increasingly violent roll.
�She�s going, sir.�
Captain Smallwood shouted from the bridge.
�Mr Sturton, change target to trawlers� Belay that order! Cease fire.�
Simon looked towards the trawlers, saw three of them in process of surrender, ensigns dropping from their stubby masts. The fourth was on its side, its crew trying to launch a boat.
As Simon watched the destroyer nearest the fishing boats made speed towards the sinking vessel, closing within half a cable and dropping a boat.
�Curlew, sir. Tidy piece of work� Got a line across to the German�s boat and towing it out. Can�t see any men in the sea or left on deck.�
The trawler sank and boats were sent to the other three, boarding parties taking them under control.
Sheldrake closed on the sinking torpedo-boat destroyer and dropped one of her boats half a cable distant, Parrett at the tiller, as was right; midshipmen always had responsibility for the boats.
They watched critically as the oarsmen brought the cutter under the stern of the sinking ship and threw a line. Six men made their way down and to safety in the boat.
�Can you see their own boats?�
�One on fire to the fore, sir. One broken up on its davits. One set of davits empty�� they might have got a boat off on the far side.�
Parrett took the cutter to the blind side of the little ship, appeared some while later with a boat in tow.
�Got his oars double-banked, sir. Must have put the survivors onto them.�
The cutter struggled across to Sheldrake where Parrett hooked on and then pulled the German boat alongside. The boat�s crew heaved the survivors across and then lifted them over the destroyer�s low side.
�Eighteen, all told, sir.�
�Good work. Bear a hand, get them to the break of the forecastle. Sick Berth Attendant is there.�
Sheldrake was a small ship and there was little room belowdecks for another eighteen men.
An hour and the flotilla was organised, the taken vessels in line and making their best speed for Harwich.
There were only two German speakers in the flotilla, linguistic skills being rare in Britain. Conversations with the wounded and the unwary gave the opinion that the trawlers were destined for harbour defence, were intended in the first instance for Knokkeheist, northeast of Zeebrugge, which was thought to have been taken overnight. The old torpedo-boat destroyer was being utilised to escort them before going off on her own business in the evening.
�Presumably to head towards Calais and drum up some trade there, gentlemen. Good thing we caught her. She could have torpedoed two troopers and shot up more in the dark hours.�
It seemed probable that had been her intention.
Further conversation with the trawlermen disclosed that they had been conscripted to naval service just two weeks before, the guns fitted in dock during the fortnight and naval gunlayers put aboard the day previously. The gun crews had received almost no training and had barely been able to load their pieces let alone aim and fire them. The lead trawler, which they had sunk, had managed to get off a round from each of her guns before all three destroyers had targeted her.
�And the rest hauled down their flag�� which was the only sensible thing to do. Badly treated by their masters, sending them off to sea wholly untrained!�
The German Admiralty was possibly worse than the British, it seemed.
�Four destroyers - three hundred officers and men to share in the prize money on those three, Mr Dacres.�
�Very little, I must imagine, sir.�
�Yes, the days of Cochrane are gone, I�m afraid. Prizes pay out far less than in the Napoleonic days. More of a token payment, but welcome to the hands. They�ll probably see ten pounds apiece for three modern trawlers which will become naval vessels, almost of a certainty. A month and you�ll see them sent out minesweeping, I don�t doubt. Very useful little addition to the Fleet.�
Captain Tyrwhitt made a fuss of them as they entered Harwich with the White Ensign flying over the German on the three captures in traditional fashion. He paid a visit to Sheldrake rather than calling the captain to him, a sign of respect that all could understand.
�Sank an old torpedo-boat destroyer, sir, one of those they called �leaders��� not much to her but she did have torpedo tubes and was to raid into the Channel after dropping off four trawlers at a port near Zeebrugge where they were to be the initial harbour defence. One trawler fought and went down fast. The others surrendered, which was only sensible.�
�A Belgian harbour?�
�Yes, sir. Close to the Dutch frontier. They said it was captured last night.�
�Then their army is moving faster than we had thought. That is news that the Admiralty might not possess.�
Tyrwhitt turned to the lieutenant acting as his staff officer, sent him off to the telephone at a run.
�Damned nuisance, having no wireless aboard, Smallwood.�
�Not a lot to be done about it, sir.�
�Agreed�� she�s simply too small. Sheldrake sank the German on her own, you say?�
�Yes, sir. The after four inch and the twelve pounder did very well, sir. They were under the direct control of Lieutenant Sturton again.�
�What about the forward gun?�
�Valueless in any sort of sea, sir. Can�t even man it over fifteen knots.�
�Bad design, these H boats. Can�t see a lot of use for you other than inshore at low speed.�
Captain Smallwood was unable to put up any argument.
�A pair of torpedo tubes and no reloads, sir, says that we are not a great deal of value in any fleet action. Inshore, possibly raiding a harbour and putting a mouldy into a ship at anchor, we could be valuable. There won�t be much in the way of defences at this harbour yet, sir?�
Tyrwhitt stared sternly for a few seconds before starting to laugh.
�Where do the men get these names from? Why �mouldy� for a torpedo?�
�Because for years they were never used, sir. They sat in the tubes and never moved from one year�s end to the next. Like old bread, left at the back of the bin, they went mouldy.�
�Better do something about that, Smallwood! This port near Zeebrugge� Can�t get there tonight. What�s the weather for tomorrow? I will have to get approval from on high� Make your plan assuming your half-section is available. Give an alternative for Sheldrake only.�
They peered at the charts and decided that the sole course of action possible was to enter the harbour slowly, pottering round a mole that gave protection from the sea, fire torpedoes at anything in sight and then get out fast.
�It�s not a natural harbour with protection from headlands�� only the mole to allow ships to take a mooring in shelter. There is too little room for four ships in line to get in, make their shots and turn and escape without fouling each other. Three boats to work the coast, looking for passing trade, as you might say, while Sheldrake makes her way at slow speed from the northeast, well inshore, sneaks inside and does her dirty work and then flees while the Hun wakes up.�
Dacres pointed to the chart of the harbour.
�Guns to fire only during the process of falling back, sir? This mole�� they are almost bound to have put sentries and perhaps a field gun or two on the seaward end.�
Smallwood agreed.
�Machine guns to play across the mole, keep their heads down. Twelve pounders to targets of opportunity, particularly on the mole. Four inch guns to seek out smaller vessels while Mr Harker does his best with the tubes, picking out the two biggest in port.�
Harker nodded�� he could do that.
�Four inch to look out for batteries as well, sir?�
�If any fire on Sheldrake, yes. Where possible, fire at ships rather than on land. Try not to kill Belgians.�
They agreed reluctantly, though much of the opinion that the welfare of civilians was not their concern�� they had a war to fight.
�Mr Parrett, you will have the forward four inch and will select your targets among the shipping as we enter the harbour, firing on them as we leave. Mr Sturton, what have you in mind for the twelve pounders?�
Simon smiled confidently�� there was no gain to displaying his doubts.
�Two good gunlayers, sir, and two gun captains, fully trained up. As well, sir, the stewards�� yours and the wardroom�s�� and two from the torpedo tubes are familiar with the twelve pounders and will form the nucleus of a second crew. Ammunition supply is a problem if we fire more than about fifteen rounds apiece and will cause delays in a lengthy action, which we do not expect on this occasion.�
�Clear enough. Any action after we clear the harbour is likely to be conducted on a single broadside. You will select targets to your discretion, on land if you think it correct.�
Simon nodded, staring again at the chart, trying to discover logical locations for shore guns.
�What about small craft, sir, barges and such? There is a canal here which might provide a route towards Antwerp and could be the reason for taking the harbour with all of the risks of a seaborne assault.�
�Steam tugs, if you can spot them. Ignore sailing barges which are likely to be Belgian.�
Captain Smallwood took his plan of action to Captain Tyrwhitt, discovered that he had now been declared Commodore of the Harwich Patrol, to the delight of all. It gave Tyrwhitt a degree of autonomy in his position.
�Not like it used to be, Smallwood. Prior to telegrams, and now wireless, a commodore was independent of the Admiralty. Now, they expect to hear everything almost before it�s happened. Not to worry! I have the go ahead to raid the coast, to take a look at what�s going on in the harbour. There is a feeling that the Hun may try to run coastal convoys down there to provide ammunition and rations for the Army. Anything we can do to disrupt that will be popular!�
�What I have in mind, sir, is for the three of the section to work inshore north and east of Zeebrugge, hunting for convoys or minelayers. It seems likely that the Germans will try to create a safe inshore channel protected from the sea by minefields. They will go ahead by about an hour. Sheldrake will creep into the harbour mouth then and try to spot what�s in there and use her torpedoes, only opening up with the guns after the first explosion. Hit and run, sir.�
�No room for the four of you to work together. Looks like a choice of a single ship or a substantial squadron� Four old battleships dropping twelve inch bricks across the harbour from a distance to draw attention; a flotilla of cruisers closer inshore to paste selected targets with six or seven point five or nine point two inch; a dozen destroyers in line astern into the harbour with torpedoes�� that might destroy the whole German presence without huge losses. For a simple raid to see what�s going on, a single ship makes sense. What�s the weather for tomorrow night?�
Tyrwhitt�s staff lieutenant came up with near calm and dry conditions.
�At least a fifty percent chance that will be accurate, sir.�
�Agreed! I am to get more of a staff as a commodore, but there�s little point to putting on a weather forecaster as one of them.�
�Not the most accurate of occupations, sir.�
�No. They are actually probably right nine times out of ten�� which means you know they are going to be wrong at least three times every month! Not a lot of use. No shore leave for your people today or tomorrow�� if there are spies about, then best to keep their mouths shut up aboard ship.�
�Do you think there really are so many German agents spread all about the place, sir?�
�No! How would they report back to Berlin? Send a telegram? Get on the telephone? Address letters to Potsdam? All very well to talk about spies, but we are on an island and getting the information out ain�t that easy. They can hardly set up their own wireless stations, after all. Load of bloody nonsense�� old women seeing spies under the bed. Hopefully, no doubt!�
Considering the practicalities, Smallwood could see that spying was easily enough done. Any man who wanted to know what was happening in most naval ports could simply sit up in the hills behind with a good pair of glasses�� and the Germans made the best binoculars. But what to do afterwards? Information that could not be sent home was valueless.
�Easier for us to spy on them and get the information to France than for them on spy on us, when you think about it, sir. Still, best to show willing. If our masters believe the land is riddled with secret agents, then so be it! Sail on the morning�s tide, sir, and make a course southeast, as if heading down to the Channel?�
�Do so. I will clear you for the oiling berth at Dunkirk this afternoon.�
They sailed in the morning, magazines crammed full and the whole ship abuzz, knowing that they were off on some sort of special business and excited that Sheldrake had been chosen, was the crack ship of the flotilla, picked out for the job.
Simon stood his watch on the bridge, the midshipman at his side.
�I say, sir, it�s really good fun this, isn�t it? I shall write home to tell them that we have already come to grips with the Hun and are now specially selected to have another go! Both my brothers are army, you know, one in India and the other stationed in Ireland�� away from all the excitement. My sisters will be delighted for me, I know.�
Simon hoped that might be so after the event. The forward four inch, exposed on the forecastle, was not the ideal place to see action, particularly at close range when there might be battalions of riflemen occupying the harbour.
�Sounds like a large family, Polly.�
�Not that great, sir. Just the six of us�� one sister younger than me and two older. Sally is about your age and Jennifer is a year older and engaged to be married to one of my elder brother�s chums, when he comes back from Ireland. Alice is a schoolgirl still, of course.�
�Perhaps they will see you soon, Polly. Might be leave after this little business��
Simon did not say that was because the ship might be some time in the hands of the dockyard after the night�s close action.
�I hope so, sir. In any case, the family lives very close. The estate is just outside Ipswich, so they might well choose to take the train down on a visit.�
As long as it was not a hospital visit, that would be all very well, Simon thought, noticing that the Parretts were landowners.
Lieutenant Richard Baker was not a happy man in his service.
The battalion had been marching for eight days, heading from Calais into Belgium, almost due east, except when they were diverted north and then sent back south again. It seemed that ignorance was total, no senior officers knew where they were going or why, but they had to march somewhere and quickly. They kept to the standard march of fifteen miles a day with a sixty pound pack and a rifle and eighty rounds, the extra issue in expectation of immediate action. The regulars had made the pace with some ease but the territorials found it hard work�� they were not used to long route marches except at their summer camp, and then not day after day, unbroken with three-quarters of a hundredweight on their back.
Richard had to keep up to the pace and then to encourage the men in his half-company to do the same. He was sure that he had marched twice as far as the men. His feet were sore and he was carrying one of the rifles himself for a man who could no longer bear the weight. He had not wanted to take the extra load but the colonel had set the example and his officers could not refuse. He looked around and saw that young Smithers was staggering under the burden; he could not ignore him, much though he wished to.
�Give me that rifle, Smithers! Now, buck up, man! Got to show willing in front of the troops! Straighten your back, that�s the way! It�s not as if you had a pack to carry!�
Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Captain Platt noticing his action. There was some gain to the hard labour, he supposed.
They came to a crossroads somewhere near the frontier with a staff officer anxiously demanding who they were.
�Third Beds, Captain.�
�You�re not on my list of battalions for this area, Colonel. No matter! Left along the lane here and take up a line along the hedgerow facing east. There�s a battalion of Hampshires a quarter of a mile to the right and we will fill this gap between you and them with the next battalion to arrive. Your left flank should be protected by woodland and there�s a river to your front�� more like a stream, but it will slow anything coming your way. Hold your line.�
Richard was close enough to hear the staff officer�s words and notice the urgency behind them.
The colonel was puzzled.
�What�s going on, eh?�
�Von Kluck is advancing his troops faster than was expected, sir. Major-General Hope is trying to form a line here to join with the Belgian army to the north and the French to the southeast, if that�s where they are. The situation is fluid, sir. There are cavalry regiments somewhere out to the northeast, ours and theirs, and a mass of German infantry and guns somewhere behind them. The terrain favours us here, sir, so the General wants you to dig in until further orders. It is rather important that you hold this line, sir, as we don�t quite know what is behind you to the south and west.�
Colonel Braithwaite knew that the sea was somewhere over there, hoped there might be troops as well.
�Never heard of Hope�� he�s not in my chain of command. I�ll take his orders until I get something better. Haven�t heard anything since leaving dockside at Calais. March northeast, that was what they first said, then a staff officer sent us due north until we met another one who pushed us back southeast then a third yesterday who pointed us up here. Don�t know their arse from their elbow, any of them! What of guns?�
�If they arrive, they will be given orders to support you, sir.�
�That�s bloody good news! We are on our own, is what you�re saying. Well, we ain�t in the habit of going backwards in this regiment! Not if there�s enemy about. Captain Platt! Take your company to the left, uphill along the lane and dig your left flank into the woodland you can see. Hold there.�
Platt peered along the lane, located trees and saluted before taking his company off. The staff officer showed relieved that he had some men to at least partially fill this hole in the new line.
�Had a hard march, Colonel?�
�Half the battalion are Territorials dumped onto us last week from the different depots of the Midland Brigade. No time to bring them up to scratch. Some of them look as if they will do�� you see that youngster with the two rifles on his shoulder? He�s a Terrier and a damned good young officer so far. Want to see him under fire, as goes without saying, but he looks the right sort�� unlike the other boy in the company who can hardly stand up straight!�
�We have to make the best of them, Colonel. Good to know that some at least of the Terriers are worth having. I�ll make sure the General hears that. What�s the boy�s name?�
�Baker. He was Navy, a midshipman who couldn�t handle seafaring for being sick all the time but was determined still to serve, it seems.�
The story was sufficiently unusual for the staff officer to remember it and pass it on to his master.
Richard marched tiredly along, the slight uphill slope almost too much for him, buoyed up by knowing that it was the last quarter of a mile.
�Mr Baker!�
�Sir.�
Richard hauled himself to attention, straight-backed to accept Captain Platt�s orders. He had been beaten so often for slack posture as a midshipman that coming to attention was no more than a self-protective reflex.
�Good man! You have done well, Mr Baker. Take your half of the company and set them along the twenty yards of hedge and bank here and into the edge of the woodland. Send a pair of men to see what the terrain is, whether the woods are passable to formed troops.�
�Sir! Sergeant Grace�� two good men who know what they are about to take a looksee through the woods. Corporal Ekins, your people to the side of the lane here; Corporal Abbott, hold the edge of the woodland. Further orders when I have had a look around myself.�
The orders were thin but adequate. The men positioned themselves along the lane and into the trees, looking out.
Richard scrambled up the three feet high bank and stared out over the hedgerow that crowned it.
He saw a countryside of shallow valleys and low and narrow hills, made by small streams cutting up the fields. There were hedges, five or six feet tall, mostly thorn and no more than a hundred yards apart and meandering, no straight lines at all. The woodland seemed to mark the beginning of a different sort of landscape of higher ground, rougher country, possibly less easy to traverse. He could not see whether the woods marked the beginning of a forest or simply a single, larger hill that could not be cultivated. He thought the soil changed from heavier clays to lighter sands on the hills to the west, but he was no farmer, knew little of such things.
The countryside to the front was rich, the fields all cropping heavily, wheat, barley and turnips mostly, immediately before harvest. There was some tall, dark rye, unusual to Richard�s eyes; the old-fashioned crop was no longer grown in England.
�Bad luck for the farmers, Sergeant Grace.�
�Be worse luck still if they haven�t run, sir. They won�t do very well with us firing over them.�
Richard shrugged�� the tribulations of French or Belgian farmers were not his concern.
�Half the men on the firing line, half back and resting their feet, Sergeant Grace?�
�Yes, sir. There�s another stream a few yards downhill behind us, sir. I�ll organise parties to fill water bottles, sir. Get a brew-up going as well. Plenty of dry wood to hand, sir. The copse ain�t well managed, sir�� lot of dead boughs and fallen stuff. Not like an English woods would be.�
�Get the tea going. How do we stand for rations?�
�Thin, sir. If the cookhouse don�t turn up, the men will be hungry in the morning.�
�I�ll speak to Captain Platt.�
Sergeant Grace nodded�� that was all a lieutenant could do, other than turn a blind eye to any rabbit that might fall into a snare.
Captain Platt said he would address the colonel on the matter of rations.
�For the while, not much we can do, Baker. Keep a sharp eye out in front of us, there�s a good chap.�
Richard promised he would do so.
�Nothing to the right flank of the battalion, you know, Baker. Damned near a quarter of a mile empty before reaching the Hampshires. Don�t like having a flank up in the air. Still, not much we can do other than hold on here, keep the battalion anchored on the left, and all that.�
�Yes, sir.�
Sergeant Grace brought his two scouts to report on the woodland.
�Best they should tell you, sir.�
Richard glanced at the pair�� Barnes and Woodman, two of the older Territorials, men in their late twenties.
The smaller of them, Woodman, swarthy, gypsy looking, saluted and launched into his spiel.
�The woods ain�t no more than ten acres, sir, up on a bit of a hill, as what you can see. Scrubby timber, sir. Not looked after proper. The streams come together at the bottom of the hill, the ones behind and in front of us, that is. They makes a bigger river between them what flows off to the northwest, sir, towards the sea. You might say it�s a letter �Y�, on its side, like, with us up in the open bit. There�s a village maybe a mile off along the river. I reckon as how the river is a canal from there, because of there�s some of they pithead wheels what you sees on coal mines there. Battalion was posted on summer camp to Lancashire two years back, sir, saw �em there. Full of canals, it was.�
�Right. A colliery village and a canal which will only be crossed at a bridge.�
�That�s it, sir. Can�t get cavalry through them pitheads, sir.�
�So then, you say they can�t come at us from the flank.�
�Foot soldiers could, sir, once they crossed the canal, but not horse.�
Richard thought for a few seconds.
�Sergeant Grace, put a small picket at the west end of the woodland, to watch for anything coming from the west, or crossing the canal and circling around behind us.�
Sergeant Grace approved of the order, set about carrying it out immediately.
�Well done, you two. Get yourself some tea before you go back to your platoon.�
Richard walked across to Captain Platt, reported on the terrain as he had discovered it.
�Jolly good, Baker. I�ll send my runner to the colonel. Small hills and a canal and mining villages to the north and west? Means we need watch to the northeast only. All we need is a cookhouse wagon and we shall be well set up, don�t you think?�
Richard did.
�Not very pleased with your other fellow, Baker. Young Smithers. Drooping about like a wet weekend in Wales�� good for nothing!�
�He is young and not fit yet, sir. He will toughen up over the next few days.�
�Needs to, if he�s not to be sent back to the depot, Baker.�
�I�ll have a quiet word with him, tell him to buck his ideas up, sir.�
�Do that, if you please. You know the lad and can speak privately. Can�t meself without making it a bit of a disciplinary thing, you know, and don�t want to do that. Not yet, anyway.�
�Get off your idle arse, Smithers!�
�I say, Baker, that�s a bit hard, isn�t it? We must have marched a hundred and twenty miles in little more than a week! My jolly feet hurt so much I can barely stand on them! My stockings have got holes in them!�
�So have mine! Officers� issue which aren�t meant for long marching. Put up with it! How will your father like it if you are sent back as unfit for duty? What will he say if you come back as a civilian with a dishonourable discharge?�
Richard knew exactly how his own father would react if he let him down a second time. He much preferred a future as a car salesman to being thrown out penniless.
�Well, I think it�s a bit much, asking this of us. It�s not as if we were real soldiers, is it?�
�The bloody Germans are, you silly little tit! They are somewhere out there, thousands of them, with rifles and artillery, and if you don�t get your men in order and ready to fight, then they will kill you and all the rest of us! Get off your good-for-nothing arse, boy!�
�But��
�But bloody nothing! Make a man of yourself or go back and put a skirt on!�
Smithers scrambled to his feet, dropping the mug of black tea he had been distastefully sipping.
�Well, you don�t have to be rude to me, you know! No need for that! Where are my men?�
�Find out! You should know!�
Richard scowled as Smithers made his way along the section of hedgerow occupied by his half of the company. He turned back to his own platoons, walked across to Sergeant Grace who was peering through a gap in the hedge
�All well, Sergeant?�
�Nothing in sight, sir. Shook up young Mr Smithers, did you, sir? Good thing, too! Close to letting his men down, he was. Don�t know what�s right yet, not like you, sir. Company has got eighty rounds a man, sir. Two or three hours of hard fighting will use most of that up, sir.�
�I�ll speak to Captain Platt� The ammunition would be on the wagons, would it?�
�Generally speaking, yes, sir. And we ain�t seen the wagons since yesterday morning.�
�That will be for the colonel to deal with, Sergeant. I can�t. I�ll speak to Captain Platt, see if he can gee the colonel up.�
�Sort of remind him, like, sir. Mug of tea for when you come back, sir?�
�Please.�
Richard returned to Platt.
�Ammunition, Captain. My Sergeant Grace is worried that we don�t have rounds for a sustained action.�
�I�ll speak to the Adjutant�� that�s his sort of thing, you know, Baker. He ought to know what�s in hand.�
The tea was appalling. Black, unsweetened and tasting of tar from the fenceposts it had been boiled over.
�Good stuff, sir. A pint of this and you�ll face anything Kaiser Bill can throw at you.�
�Only if I live long enough, Sergeant Grace. Safer than water from the stream, I suppose.�
�So it is, sir. Runner coming, sir. Headquarters platoon, sir. From the colonel. Just spoken to Captain Platt, sir.�
A minute and the private saluted.
�Colonel�s compliments, sir. Distant cavalry, to the east, sir. With lances, sir.�
�Thank you.�
The runner disappeared, back to the colonel for his next task. Richard watched him go, wondering why the colonel had found it necessary to send the message.
�British cavalry not got lances no more, sir. Must be Germans. Might be they could roll us up from the east, sir. On the open flank.�
�No defences to the right, Sergeant Grace.�
�No, sir. Might be the half company could fall back into the woods, sir. Lancers ain�t going to do much in trees, sir.�
�Rifles will, though. Pass the word that we are to take firing positions in the woodland if we are driven back. Don�t run out into open country.�
�Don�t exactly expect to be pushed back, sir. Not here to retreat, sir.�
�Quite right, Sergeant Grace. We are not here to be skewered by lances either. Take up proper firing positions if the need arises!�
�Can do that, sir. Where will the men lie down tonight, sir?�
�In the shade of the trees, Sergeant Grace. In case it rains.�
�Yes, sir.�
Richard peered through the hedge, wondered if cavalry would be able to make much progress across a landscape of tiny two or three acre fields, each with its hedgerow. It was the same on the south side of the lane. It was more likely that the horsemen would stick to the broad sunken roadway, between the yard-high banks crowned by their four or five feet of thick hedge.
Too high to jump and too steep and thick to push through�
�Sergeant Grace. Could we get hold of a few branches or small tree trunks and put them across the lane? Make a firing point, perhaps? In case the cavalry come along?�
�Fifteen minutes, sir! Corporal Abbott! At the double!�
Richard was rather pleased with himself�� he had the ideas and his sergeant put them into effect. It was a working partnership, he thought, and one likely to keep his head on his shoulders. He walked across to Smithers, suggested he might wish to do the same and then reported on his actions to Captain Platt.
�You know, Baker, that�s a jolly sensible course of action! I�ll have a word with old Makepeace�� he�s got B Company, next to us�� and suggest he might do the same. Never stood against cavalry before� What do they call these German chappies? Uhlans, is it?�
Richard had heard the word, rather hoped he might not see the reality. He spotted gates on both sides of the lane, close to the point where the two companies met. It might be easy for these �Uhlans� to get into the fields on either side of the company if they reached that far. If he was to keep his skin unpunctured by lances, it might be as well to have riflemen ready to defend on three sides.
�Sergeant Grace, I think we need firing points north and south as well as east��

Chapter Seven

�Darken ship.�
Captain Smallwood gave the order in a quiet, almost casual tone, carefully avoiding drama or excitement, and inadvertently warning the men who heard�� and whispered the word on�� that they were in for a fiery night.
�Lights out. No smoking. Captain�s not shouting �is orders. Keep your lugholes flapping for what �e�s saying. Blood for supper, ain�t it!�
Smallwood turned casually to his signalman.
�Yeoman, light signal to Blackbird to detach and carry out orders.�
The signalling Aldis lamp flickered in rapid Morse, received a single flash of acknowledgement as the second senior led the other destroyers up the coast at a cautious ten knots.
�Take us inshore, Mr Dacres.�
The helm orders were murmured and the coxswain, who knew from conversation with the captain�� nothing so formal as a briefing - what they were doing and where he had to take the ship, eased the wheel to make a starboard turn, very gently so as to leave no foaming wake behind.
The shoreline was dark�� no navigation lights or buoys and the harbour itself blacked out. Inland, it was possible to pick out a few weak lights, uncurtained windows probably, valueless for entering the port.
Dacres observed and commented quietly.
�No convoy expected just at the moment, sir.�
Smallwood agreed.
�They would show a light at the end of the mole at least if they expected anything in the next hour. Merchant shipping would need some sort of a glim to avoid the shallows. If there is anything along the coast tonight, either they�ve reached shelter already, or they are not due till moonrise - which is when exactly?�
�Four minutes past midnight, Greenwich Mean Time, sir.�
�Thirty-five minutes� Any convoy is not less than three miles distant, probably. Blackbird and the others will deal with them, assuming they exist. In we go. No change to the plan.�
The coxswain, who had joined the Navy before Smallwood was born, nodded and eased the wheel another delicate degree.
Simon stood by the after four inch, staring forward, seeing nothing.
The gun captain confirmed all was ready, crew to station, first shell up the spout, ready use locker full.
�Very good, Murgatroyd. Busy night to come. I will be with the twelve pounder most of the time. You know your orders.�
The gun captain was quietly competent.
�Yes, sir. Pick out targets on the way in, open fire after the torpedoes are sent off. Try not to hit Belgians on land.�
�Well done! More important to hit Germans than avoid Belgians. Do your best not to kill civilians, but don�t miss a target for their sake. My orders, Murgatroyd, if there are any questions later.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
Simon had deliberately spoken loud enough that the whole gun crew could hear - and testify to that effect to any enquiry that might sit on another day. The officer to take the glory and the blame if it went wrong, which was the traditional way of doing things and right and proper. A good officer, young Mr Sturton, one who knew right from wrong, in his men�s opinion; naval right that was, and no other sort counted.
The crews of the twelve pounders were less happy with the officer who had drilled them off- watch and had demanded more than they thought was ordinarily reasonable.
�Bloody slave-driver, ain�t he?�
��S right, all �e needs is a bloody whip!�
The mutters were made well out of Simon�s hearing, not that he would have cared. While the crews could get off six aimed rounds a minute from their quickfirers, and twelve at point- blank, they could shout their mouths off as they wished.
�Gun captains, search for targets on the mole and onshore. If you can�t spot guns, it might be because there are none yet. Look for small ships moored along the mole and the wharves. There�s a canal and there could be steam tugs there. Identify your targets and open fire on them after the torpedoes go.�
The acknowledgements came, sulkily but quick.
There was a quiet call from the bridge, not the normal roar.
�Mole in sight at two cables; starboard bow.�
Simon sniggered�� if the mole had not been off the starboard bow then the navigation would have been well astray and Sheldrake would be on the mud.
�Eyes open, now!�
Sheldrake trickled inside the harbour, a cable a minute, six knots, the turbine ticking over and hardly audible. The ship was so slow and silent that they could hear a dog bark in the little town and pick up the repetitive thud of a hammer on the wharf.
There must have been fighting in the town, damage caused that needed urgent, overnight repair.
�Lights, sir, on the wharf, port bow.�
Half a dozen of flickering hurricane lanterns for the workmen they could hear.
�Bloke with a fag up on the mole, sir.�
A sentry, perhaps, taking a crafty smoke out of sight of his sergeant but visible from water level.
Simon tried to place exactly where the sentry post was located for targeting on the way out.
�Ship, sir. Tied up wharfside. Another one behind, sir.�
Simon could hear Harker calling orders, heard the faint creak of the torpedo tubes being angled out.
�Fire at will, Mr Harker!�
Captain Smallwood�s voice was shockingly loud.
The torpedo tubes fired, one then the other, the splash of the tinfish hitting the water surprisingly loud.
�Torpedoes running, sir!�
�Open fire!�
Sheldrake heeled under full helm and jolted as the engineroom increased speed. The four guns shot in the same second and the Lewis Guns hosed fire along the mole. Simon saw the lit cigarette falling down to the sea, a red spark arcing away, dropped by the unfortunate sentry.
Shells burst on the decks of the two ships at the wharf, followed seconds later by the blast of the torpedoes, one exploding centrally in the hull of the leading ship, the other hitting the wharf itself. The second ship caught fire after a shell burst amidships. Small arms ammunition suddenly crackled aboard her and figures could be seen running ashore.
Simon saw she was a small coaster, a two or three hundred tonner, funnel and bridge at the stern, probably with a mixed load of military stores as there was no hurried general evacuation of the shoreline. If she had had more than two hundred tons of artillery shells aboard, they would have been clearing the whole town. She was destroyed anyway.
�Change target, Murgatroyd!�
The four inch swung to a bearing well towards the stern, fired three rounds and a small fire started almost at sea level. The flames showed a tiny gunboat, little more than a launch, fifty tons or so, a harbour defence craft with a single gun and no flag, possibly Belgian and abandoned.
A machine gun opened up from onshore, was targeted by four inch and twelve pounder and stopped firing in seconds, before any rounds had come aboard.
The forward four inch was firing steadily. Simon could not spot its target, turned to see what the port twelve pounder was shooting at.
�End of the mole, sir. Just about where it comes off the land, sir. Sort of a steam engine, sir. Dunno if it�s a railway line or a steam crane, sir. Shot at it and a load of soldiers started to fire back with rifles, so we poured it on hot, sir.�
The rifle fire had stopped, unsurprisingly.
�Look for other targets�� that one�s destroyed.�
Sheldrake was increasing speed rapidly, had run out of the shelter of the harbour and into the open sea, still almost calm.
�Cease fire!�
The yell from the bridge signified the action was over.
�Secure the guns. Replenish ready use lockers. Then stand down.�
Simon made his way forward to give his preliminary report.
�Difficult to see all we achieved, sir. Two ships sunk at the wharf. One harbour defence gunboat sunk near the mole. A steam crane or railway engine shelled at the foot of the mole and probably destroyed; rifle fire suppressed at the location. Possibly a troop train, sir. One machine gun silenced.�
�Good enough, Mr Sturton. They will have to emplace guns and troops to defend the harbour, spreading their military resources away from the fighting line inland.�
Midshipman Parrett appeared, very pleased with himself. He pointed to a blaze onshore.
�Spotted a small coaster, sir, and shot at it. When it caught light, we could see it was tied up and unloading into barges. Four dumb barges and a steam tug, sir. There were soldiers aboard three of the barges and they were putting stores aboard the fourth. We sank the lot, sir!�
�Very good! Any estimate of numbers?�
�Hundreds, sir. It might have been a whole battalion brought down the coast and being sent inland, sir.�
�So my report shall say, Mr Parrett. Good work!�
Harker appeared.
�Bloody missed with the second mouldy, sir! Gyroscope played up, sir. Went inshore in a series of curves. First one carved a dead straight wake, sir. Still, sank the one ship and did no favours to the wharf itself.�
�Report the gyroscope failure, Mr Harker. They should do better than that�� half our main armament simply not functional�� not good enough!�
�Gunfire up the coast, sir! Distant eight thousand yards. Inshore.�
The lookout�s call sent Simon back to the guns where he waited while Sheldrake closed the action at full speed, the forward four inch almost underwater.
There was a massive explosion while the destroyer was still two thousand yards distant, guns ready and trying to distinguish which of three shadowy ships was which.
The ship shuddered under a tidal wave spreading out from the centre of the blast.
�H Class destroyer to port, sir!�
Sheldrake signalled and the three visible shapes returned recognition flashes from their Aldis lamps.
�Blackbird report, Yeoman.�
Two minutes and a signal came slowly from Blackbird.
�Encountered five small ships in line. Unescorted, lightly armed merchant vessels. All five opened fire with small cannon or pompoms when ordered to stop. Exchange of fire sank four and set fire to fifth. Vessel exploded when Blackbird close and attempting to rescue survivors. Lost captain and first lieutenant and all bridge personnel.�
�What speed can Blackbird manage?�
�Engines undamaged.�
�Flotilla form in line astern on Sheldrake. Return base.�
Commodore Tyrwhitt listened sympathetically to Captain Smallwood.
�The three of the flotilla sank a convoy of five old coasters�� probably wooden-hulled and steam auxiliary, sir, from the speed with which they went down. Hulls ripped open by shellfire. One at least was carrying ammunition, sir. Caught fire and blew as Blackbird was closing to rescue her crew.�
�Bad luck, but Blackbird had no choice. Can�t leave men to fry.�
�Agreed, sir.�
�What about your efforts inside the harbour?�
Tyrwhitt listened and was gravely pleased.
�A full battalion of troops on the ship and more on a troop train, you believe. If not on a train, then a temporary barracks. Good work either way. Several hundreds of tons of stores; three merchantmen and four barges and a steam tug and a harbour gunboat; at least one gun emplacement. Excellent work, Captain Smallwood. I shall report to the Admiralty that your action was in the best traditions of the service. Inform your crew of my pleasure. I do not doubt that the newspapers will be full of your action tomorrow. They need something to crow about!�
�Bad news from France, sir?�
�The BEF is in helter-skelter retreat from the Belgian frontier, being pushed back towards Paris in the east. In the west of the country, in the industrial areas of Belgium, everything is confused but the BEF seems to be crawling back mostly. It seems as if they may be able to hold a north-south line a few miles inland of Dunkirk and Calais. The reports are unclear, but it looks as if cavalry and armoured cars are meeting in a series of skirmishes across western Belgium and Britain and Germany are trying to push infantry into the area to hold behind the fighting zone. The only reports seem to be coming in from bloody aeroplanes, of all things. Nothing from the ground forces�� the cavalry is in a �war of movement� and have no idea where anything is.�
�Never met a cavalryman who knew his arse from his elbow, sir. Unsurprising they�re lost!�
�No good asking the cavalry where they are, I agree, Smallwood. Pointless giving them maps and compasses because they none of them know which direction is north anyway.�
�I heard a rumour from Dover that the Household Cavalry turned up on their horses and asked where Calais was and wanted to know why there was a bloody great ditch in the way. Most upset when they were told they had to board ship!�
Tyrwhitt was not surprised�� it sounded highly probable.
�All dressed up in their shiny tinplate, I expect, Smallwood. Hopeless!�
�Agreed, sir.�
�To business. Blackbird to the dockyard. Did any of your others take damage or losses?�
�Minor, sir, from small shells coming aboard. Robin lost two men and had four others wounded. No casualties on Curlew. Boats damaged to all three and holes to funnels. Nothing of vast significance.�
�Better get them to the yard, even so. The half-section down for the next week, it would seem; don�t want you patrolling with a single ship. I shall be taking the L Class boats out tomorrow with the cruisers to the Dogger Bank patrol. The other section of the H boats can go out tonight on coastal patrol. It appears there is activity which should be halted. Give your people local leave for seventy-two hours, Smallwood, then you can work the four up with the new owner for Blackbird. Take a break yourself�� we may well be pushing things this next few months!�
�London, Mr Sturton?�
�I think so, sir. A couple of days in the bright lights!�
�And you, Mr Harker?�
�Chatham for me, sir�� a chance to see my missus. Got married three months before I went out to China, sir. Seen her for the three weeks we had back in April and that�s been it, sir. Been thinking about moving her to Harwich, sir.�
Captain Smallwood approved�� a wife�s place was near to her husband, if at all possible.
�What about you, Mr Dacres?�
�London, sir. The family should be in the Town House. Parliament is sitting so my father will likely be present�� he does a deal of business with the government. We can take the same train, Sturton.�
Parrett was off to Ipswich, a quick train journey up the line, less than an hour to his parents� house including the taxi, was pleased to be able to go home with a tale of action and derring-do.
�And the short journey for me, gentlemen, as far as Norwich. Back to the family and to face my mother with the admission that I am now promoted. She will have the eligible misses of the neighbourhood lined up for my delectation as soon as she realises that I am now permitted to take a wife. Be thankful you are but lieutenants, gentlemen!�
They laughed, dutifully.
�Poor old chap, sir! The captain must be feeling ancient these days, facing settling down in matrimony.�
�He�s only five years your senior, Sturton�� it will be your turn before too many years have passed. Wartime brings accelerated promotion, you know. I shall be promoted inside six months, with a little luck. When that day comes, you will be considered for my job. Jimmy-The-One before you reach your majority, Sturton. Well feasible in a small ship�� you know the basics that are required already. I can take you through the paperwork, it ain�t that complicated. A couple of months, less perhaps, and you will be well capable of stepping into my shoes as first lieutenant. The captain wants you to be able to do so.�
Simon was flattered and accepted the offer of tuition. The Navy seemed to assume that officers would pick up the administrative responsibilities by some sort of osmosis�� they would see the bits of paper over the years and magically come to know what to do with them. He would be happy indeed to have the basics explained.
�Where are you going in London, Sturton?�
�Hotel. The Dorchester, I suppose, sir.�
�Not much fun, that. Come on home with me�� there will be room in the Old Chap�s place. Dacres, by the way, not �sir� on leave.�
�Thank you. It will be better than a hotel and trying to find something to do with myself.�
The offer could not be refused, and Simon found he had little desire to spend three days in effective solitude.
�Orphan, aren�t you, Sturton?�
�Both parents died in Canada when I was a baby. Neither set of grandparents had approved of the marriage and I was sent off to school young. Can�t remember anything other than school. Wasn�t a bad place. At least, they left me an income and the grandparents arranged for me to go to Dartmouth, so I was well looked after. Glad they put me into the Navy, in fact. I like the life. Better than the Army in wartime, that�s for sure!�
Dacres agreed.
�The Navy�s the place to be, Sturton. In the boats as well�� the best place in the Navy.�
They took a taxi into Mayfair and were deposited outside the Dacres residence, a mansion in Simon�s eyes.
�Not small, Dacres, the Town House!�
�Got to make a show, you know. The family made a lot of money in Victorian times. Mining. Silver in the American West; gold in Canada; diamonds in South Africa�� three generations with the Midas touch! I don�t know what my great-grandfather�s name was, but it seems very likely he changed it to the gentility of Dacres from something of the Russian Jewish persuasion. Not to worry�� money becomes respectable after it�s been inherited a couple of times. My father picked up a baronetcy and my brother will turn that into a barony, I don�t doubt. All very couth! As third son, it don�t matter to me�� except when I eventually enter the marriage stakes�� a little gentility will go a long way there. What about you, Sturton? The surname is familiar.�
�My grandfather was Viscount Perceval, I am told. My father, who was second son, married a daughter of a banker, one Nathan Isaacs.�
�Minor family, the Percevals, but Isaacs is big in the City. Both are still alive, you know, Sturton.�
�My trustees told me that they have no wish to make my acquaintance, Dacres�� I am as nearly misbegotten as makes no difference, it would seem.�
�Pity.�
Dacres led the way up three stairs to the big front door, which opened before he could knock. A butler stood politely but squarely in the entrance, blocking their path.
�I don�t know you. New?�
�I am Burton, sir. I had the honour to be made butler to Sir David six months ago, on my predecessor�s retirement.�
�Joseph Dacres. This is Lieutenant Simon Sturton, also of HMS Sheldrake.�
�Welcome home, sir.�
The butler stood aside and nodded to an elderly footman to pick up the cases the cabby had dumped on the pavement.
�On leave for three days while the ship is in the yard for repairs.�
�Yes, sir. Your rooms will be ready in a few minutes. Your mother is in the green withdrawing room, sir.�
�Oh good, I had not expected her to be in Town.�
The butler led the way and opened a door.
�Lieutenants Dacres and Sturton, my lady.�
A middle-aged but trim and active woman jumped to her feet.
�Joseph, my dear, I had not hoped to see you! Come in, sit down! Tea, Burton! Mr Sturton, how do you do? You are very welcome, sir!�
�Thank you, Lady Dacres. I hope I don�t intrude, but I have no home of my own to go to.�
�There is always room here for a friend of my son�s, Mr Sturton. Are you on the same ship? Oh, I forget these things! My daughters, Rachel and Susannah. Lieutenant Sturton, girls!�
They exchanged greetings, smiled and sat back, Simon trying to place which was which. Both were younger than him, seventeen and eighteen at a guess; they were dressed as adults, skirts to their ankles, an amount of cleavage on display, hair up in a fancy style. Pretty enough girls�� fair haired, well made, bright seeming�� but nothing especially out of the ordinary. He turned his attention to their mother who was busily bringing Dacres up to date with the family news.
�Jonathan has joined up�� he has taken a commission in the Green Howards, your father knowing their colonel. He is on his way to France already.�
�My second brother, Sturton.�
�Right that he should go, my lady. I see from the newspapers that there is a great rush to the colours.�
�Men and boys seem to be joining in their thousands, Mr Sturton. David has not done so, of course, but he is the eldest.�
That seemed entirely reasonable.
�Sturton - are you of the Perceval family, sir?�
�I believe so, my lady, but only just. I believe my father to have been disowned.�
�Oh, that one! John Sturton, the second son, who ran off with the Isaacs girl some twenty years ago. Left the country, did they not?�
�For Canada, my lady. They took to ranching, I believe, and died in an outbreak of some sort of fever. I was brought back as a little boy and was put into a school and then into the Navy, to my great good fortune.�
�Lucky you, sir. Your uncle Maurice has two sons, as I recall, one in the Guards and the other I know nothing of�� the heir, that is. Neither married, I believe. You might bump into them in Town.�
�Not by intent, my lady. The family has no desire to bring me back into the fold.�
�That is their choice, of course.� Lady Dacres seemed disapproving of such bigotry�� it smacked of punishing the son for the misdeeds of the parents. She changed the topic. �Tell me, have you seen action yet?�
Simon sat back and allowed Dacres to briefly explain that they had, thrice already, minor affairs with a few shots fired.
Sir David and the heir, also David, came in a little later and made both officers welcome. They dined as a family and spent the evening talking, quietly at home, Simon in conversation with the girls who knew nothing of destroyers and evidently wished to discover much of them.
The breakfast table was enlivened by the newspapers which made much of the �daring incursion� into the German-controlled harbour and of the ships sunk and two battalions destroyed by the bold British tars. Captain Smallwood was mentioned repeatedly and his First Lieutenant was named, as was the �sharp-shooting gunnery officer, Lieutenant Sturton� who had sunk a gunboat and a munitions ship and as well decimated a battalion of riflemen and machine gunners who had attempted to hold the mole.
�Didn�t know quite how heroic we were, Sturton, old chap!�
�A good thing we have the Telegraph to explain it to us, Dacres! We horny-handed sons of the sea don�t understand such matters, or so it would seem.�
Sir David raised an eyebrow and asked whether it had been so very dangerous as the paper suggested.
Simon laughed.
�We took no casualties, sir. My gunners dealt with the single machine gun that opened fire and dispersed a company of riflemen very quickly. It was not a walkover, but nor was it any great battle, sir.�
�Well said, Mr Sturton.�
The girls looked thoughtful; heroes were well-regarded just at that moment. Self-effacing young gentlemen of aristocratic background were also much-liked in the marriage market. They were aware that naval officers must not marry as lieutenants, but wartime was traditionally good for quick promotions. Add to that, he was not unhandsome, dressed as if he had a private income and was correctly spoken and properly modest.
Simon was escorted for the next two days; walking out in the Park or taking a toddle down Oxford and Bond Streets to look at the stores and see who was about, all took place with the female Dacres in company, as well as their wide-awake mother to act as referee.
On their final evening they sat longer than had been usual over their port after dinner, the men talking over serious matters.
Sir David led the discussion.
�The news from France is not good. The Germans are pushing hard towards Paris and there is a confused series of melees in western Belgium and northern France, seemingly centred around Ypres. We hear more in the City than gets into the papers. Battalions are being pushed across from England on every boat�� more than had been envisaged. Consols are falling, hard!�
He stopped to briefly explain to the naval pair that Consols were government stocks and bonds, long-term loans at fixed interest; their price reflected confidence in government and country. At the moment their level was lower than in living memory.
�All the young men are joining up, Father.�
Sir David glanced at his elder son and shook his head.
�They are, my boy, and many are following Jonathan�s example, going off to France untrained and ignorant of war. I suspect that few of them will return. Even so, it is hard not to join them. What do you say, Joseph?�
Dacres disapproved, vigorously.
�No, David! Definitely not! Two out of three of us going to war is enough for the family. To put all three sons at risk would be unconscionable! The name must continue. Jonathan is in the thick of it, from the sound of things. Do you know where his battalion was sent, sir?�
�No, Joseph. Not as a certainty. I suspect they were sent with the bulk of the troops to the Belgian frontier north of Paris. I do not think they went to western Flanders. Whichever, the Green Howards will not be at the rear.�
�A new second lieutenant in a fighting regiment, sir�� at the very front of things.�
�Exactly, Joseph. You as well, in destroyers, will see action repeatedly. You have fired your guns three times in the first week of the war!�
Simon nodded - quietly, for family business was none of his concern.
David seemed to slump in his chair.
�So, I must stay at home, making money in the City. When my children ask me in a few years, �what did you do in the war, daddy�, I must answer, �I sold Consols short, my dears, and made a killing�.�
They made no reply.
David looked up and laughed.
�Self pity is never handsome, I fear! I shall remain in London, take a wife and produce an heir and ensure that my brothers have wealth to come home to. Some sort of public service, to show willing, Father� What would be best?�
�A seat in the Commons, I think, David. That can be arranged, I do not doubt, in a month or two.�
�The height of respectability. Which party, or does that not matter?�
�The difference between Liberal and Conservative is slight these days, my boy. Both are drawn from the right sort, with a few exceptions such as Lloyd George�� and even he is no red revolutionary, though a little keen, shall we say, to tax the rich. I have no objections to paying my share�� this country has been good to the family. Labour is not for us, as goes without saying, but they don�t count just now. No, I shall have a word with the party managers and pick up a nomination for the next bye-election and have you ushered in�� they will not contest seats in wartime.�
There was a sigh of relief, the family secured whatever might happen. Sir David turned to Simon.
�I was talking to your Uncle Maurice Sturton this morning, young man�� your father�s elder, only brother and heir to the title. Business initially, but I could hardly not mention your presence in my house; it would have been ill-mannered in the extreme. He had read the newspapers and assumed that the Lieutenant Sturton RN must be you. He sent his regards and good wishes; he does not share his father�s opinions that you must be shunned. Both his sons are in France, he tells me. Young men, much of an age with you, and neither married.�
Simon was not quite certain of the relevance of that last piece of information. Dacres nudged him and laughed.
�Two deaths away from being heir, Sturton! You may be Viscount Perceval yet.�
�One might hope not, Dacres. I would not wish that on any family.�
�Nor you should, but the possibility is there.�
Sir David gravely agreed.
�You may well find yourself inheriting, Sturton. Far less likely events occurred during the Boer War, and this looks as if it may be a comparable conflict.�
�Perhaps, sir, but I don�t think I shall take out, what do they call them, �post-obit� bonds?�
There was a general laugh.
�Not a wise idea�� loans to be repaid on one�s inheritance, and coming due if, by some mischance, one does not inherit! Not a thinking man�s way of financing himself. While I think of it, who are your trustees, Sturton? I might be able to put them onto a good thing or two.�
�Aitkens, Aitkens and Trim, sir.�
�Good firm! I will have a word with them, but I would be surprised if they were not as wide-awake to the markets as I am. Your funds are in good hands there, young man.�
Simon was not sure of the importance of that.
�They will have got out of Consols good and early and put your money into shares that are certain to grow. They won�t stick with Consols because they are �safe�, as some little country solicitor would. I would be surprised if you did not find your principal and its income to rise quite significantly over the next few months. Good thing, too! You risk your life for your country, you deserve to be rewarded.�
Simon was not sure of that logic but raised no objection.
They returned to Harwich next day and were immediately paraded before Commodore Tyrwhitt together with Parrett, Harker and Captain Smallwood.
�The Admiralty has signified its pleasure with Sheldrake, gentlemen, and quite rightly so! Captain Smallwood is awarded the DSO for his actions and the four of you besides each have a Mention in Despatches, which you may all be proud of. I am pleased indeed to be permitted to inform you of your decorations.�
Decorations were valuable for young men seeking to make careers. Their next promotion came much closer.
�Sheldrake and her section will continue with coastal patrols for the next few weeks. It is likely that all of the H boats will be taken out with the L Class at some point, in the hope of bringing units of the High Seas Fleet to action in the southern North Sea. That is still in the planning stage. For the while, patrols must go out to protect the troopships crossing the Channel. We could lose the war if those ships are sunk. Four or five troopers lost would be the death of a brigade or more of infantry, and that must not happen! Your work is vital, gentlemen, and I am glad to know it is in such very good hands!�
�All very fine, gentlemen, but we must accept that H Class destroyers are not the ideal boats for the job. Some of the German destroyers mount four of five inch quick firers, together with Maxims and torpedo tubes, and can manage better than thirty knots. If we tangle with them, we may find ourselves in trouble, the more because we lack wireless to call for help.�
They had to agree with Captain Smallwood�s summation�� not that they would have publicly disagreed, in any case.
�Mr Harker, what has been the word on your torpedoes?�
�The gyroscopes are to be remodelled, sir. There have been a number of complaints of failure. For the while, we should not attempt to maintain them aboard ship. We should return the torpedoes to the yard, sir, where specialist engineers will work on them. We must draw them whenever we tie up and have them taken in their cradles to the yard and bring back a new pair, freshly made ready for us. It is possible that the gyroscopes are too delicate, that prolonged bumping in the tubes may overset them, so they should be taken to sea for a minimum length of time.�
�That is ridiculous, Mr Harker! We are rarely two or three days at sea, but what of a cruiser which may be out for weeks at a time?�
�I did not ask, sir, and I doubt they would have answered, in any case.�
�Madness! Obey their instructions, Mr Harker. Do your best, as I know you will.�
They oiled and filled the magazines and made ready for sea. Autumn was coming and they had all picked up extra woolly sweaters and thick, high stockings.
Next morning, they sailed into a brisk westerly, wrapped themselves in oilskins and prepared to endure seventy-two hours at sea in rolling, pitching, cold and wet conditions, a foretaste of the North Sea at any time other than high summer.

Chapter Eight

�Stand-to, sir. Twenty minutes to first light, sir. Mug of char.�
�Thanks, Sergeant Grace. Too damned early for me�� how do you manage to look so smart at this time of day?�
�Twenty years of service, sir. You will do the same when you�re colonel, sir - if you don�t make general before you�ve done twenty, that is.�
�Not me, Sergeant. Be lucky to make captain.�
�Beg pardon, sir, but you�re likely to be a captain in the next couple of weeks, the way things are going!�
Richard said nothing to that.
Grace had the experience, the knowledge of minor campaigns in India and Africa and two years of the Boer War. If he felt that things were going wrong, then he was likely to be right.
�God! This is awful tea, Grace!�
�Put hairs on your chest, sir. It�s got to be good for something. It�s hot and wet, sir�� don�t claim to be much else.�
�It wakes a man up, that�s for sure. Are the men all at their firing points, Sergeant?�
�All there, sir, except for the ones what�s acting as cooks. Breakfast coming, sir. The platoon cooks carried a few pounds of bacon, sir, and some bread in their packs what has gone stale. Making bacon sarnies, sir, in toast. Over an open fire, so the toast�s a bit on the black side, but it will put something hot and solid in their bellies. Cooks got up an hour early, sir.�
�That was well done of them�� showed very willing. Is there some way we can look after them, Sergeant?�
�When we get back to barracks, sir, or to a camp. I�ll see to that.�
�Good. Tell them how pleased I am. I�d better have a look round. Show my face, let them see I�m awake too.�
�Check your sidearm, sir. Make sure it�s loaded and with one under the hammer today.�
Normal practice was to load with five rounds, the chamber under the hammer empty, for safety.
Richard obeyed, conscious that his heart was beating faster and his belly felt queasy. He recognised the physical symptoms of fear�� St Vincent had steamed through the edges of a hurricane once and he had noticed the same then as the big ship was thrown around like a rowing boat. It did not matter�� he was not much of an officer, but he was not about to run away or scream in terror.
He walked across to the nearest hedgerow, saw Corporal Abbott with his platoon.
�Ready for trade, Abbott? Feels like we might earn our pay this morning. Sights for a hundred yards, I would think.�
�All set, sir. Ten rounds rapid will do Fritz no end of good, sir.�
�Keep the fire aimed, Abbott�� same as you did on the range.�
�Got me marksman�s badge, sir. I�ll show old Von Kluck what that means!�
A voice from the darkness called out the watchword of the BEF.
�We don�t give a fuck for old Von Kluck!�
�Language, lads! Not what we want to hear from English gentlemen!�
There was a short laugh from those in hearing distance�� the colonel strongly disapproved of the slogan, always in the same words.
Richard walked on, Sergeant Grace at his side, covered the fifty yards of hedge and bank facing north east where the bulk of the half company lay and paced the rough barricade they had thrown up along the ten yards to the southern side of the lane, which was wide enough to drive a herd of cattle. There were just four men in the hedge, widely spaced and looking south.
�All well?�
�Watching for �em, sir!�
�Good men.�
Corporal Ekins was holding the woods; again, the bulk of his men were on the northeast face.
�Open fire when you have a clear target, Ekins. They might come in from the west.�
�Watching out, sir. Nothing to worry about, sir.�
The hot bacon sandwiches arrived, carried in buckets for lack of serving trays and dripping grease from the thick wodges of toasted bread. Richard took one, trying to hold it clear of his uniform, leaning forward to eat. He made his way to the right of the half company, expecting to find Captain Platt towards the middle.
�What�s that you�ve got, Baker?�
�Toasted bacon sandwiches, sir. Hot and greasy and tasty at this time of day.�
�Well done to organise them for your men.�
�Sergeant Grace, sir, not me.�
Captain Platt ignored the disclaimer, regarding it as yet more evidence that Richard was a good officer, one who encouraged his NCOs.
�I�m afraid young Smithers did not think to do the same for his people. A few tins of bully, eaten cold, and that�s their lot for breakfast.�
Richard said nothing, looked about in the pre-dawn darkness for the young officer.
�Inspecting the men, I hope. Haven�t seen him yet this morning. Sergeant Brewer, where is Mr Smithers?�
The regular sergeant made a show of looking about him before shaking his head.
A loud whisper came from behind, one of the men pretending to speak to the sergeant without being heard by the officers.
�Still in �is pit, ain�t �e, Sarge. Over by the bottom �edge.�
�God damn it! Wake him up, Sergeant Brewer!�
Brewer ran and �accidentally� stumbled over his officer�s feet in the dark, was heard making profuse apologies, saying that he had not expected to find anybody still lying down.
�I�ll get back to my people, sir.�
�Do that, Baker. I shall be busy with this half company. I think Mr Smithers is surplus to requirements as of now, Baker.�
�With respect, sir, can you give him the chance to redeem himself? He is young still and might be able to do better.�
�I�ll not send him back until the end of the morning. If we do see action, he will have the opportunity to show willing. Good of you to care for him - he�s one of your people, I suppose - but I think you are wasting your time, Baker.�
Richard turned away, wondering why he had made the show of being concerned for Smithers, who was, when all was said and done, a bit of a tit. It had done him no harm in Platt�s eyes, which probably made it worthwhile. If Platt took action against Smithers he would have to tell the Colonel and would mention that Baker had done all he could to help the young man.
If Sergeant Grace was right, there was a chance of rapid promotion�� he must look out for himself and seeming concerned for his juniors was a way of showing up well. So was being prominent in a fight, he suspected; it was not impossible that the Third Bedfordshires was about to gain a home-grown hero, provided the risks were not too excessive. His father might have to think twice about the inheritance if he showed really well in the newspapers� A photograph in the local rag and a Mention in Despatches must do him some good.
There was light in the east, before dawn as yet but the first glimmerings allowing some visibility. There was a call from Abbott.
�Can see something moving, sir. Off to the right, other side of the field, look. Where the gate is.�
Richard peered. There was definitely something over there.
�Ready, men! Silently still! Keep low. No lights!�
�Infantry, sir. They got one of they machine guns setting up, sir.�
�Corporal Abbott, your platoon to fire on the gun. Can you all see it? Aim�Ten rounds rapid, fire!�
More than two hundred rifle bullets in the space of thirty seconds, aimed fire from trained men. The Territorials had spent their hours on the range and were capable shots using a rifle that was one of the best of its day. The crew of the machine gun fell and the men immediately behind went down as well.
�Cease fire. Reload.�
Firing spread along the length of the hedgerow held by the Bedfords, was returned sporadically.
�Not expecting that, was they, sir. They reckoned they was going to take us by surprise, wasn�t ready for us to start up first. Not got no guns with �em, sir, except they machine guns.�
�Right, Sergeant Grace. Tell the men they can light their gaspers, if they want. No need to hide ourselves now.�
Three quarters of the men lit their Woodbines; most of the rest sucked at pipes. Almost all smoked, Richard had noticed.
�Fancy a John Player, sir?�
Players were a more expensive brand, supposedly a smoother smoke.
Richard shook his head.
�Haven�t picked up the vice yet, Sergeant.�
�I hadn�t, first time I come under fire, sir. I did straight after!�
Richard laughed, suspected that, as so often, his sergeant would be right.
�Fritz is moving, by the looks of it, Sergeant. Behind the hedge, do you see, at that thinner bit?�
�Looks like they�re forming a line, sir� Going to climb over the hedge and come at us, sir. Bloody daft, they must be!�
�Wait till they start climbing or pushing through, Sergeant, or fire into the hedge first?�
�Let �em get a man over, sir. Probably be two or three lines, sir. Kill the first one in sight and then get as many of the buggers behind as can be while they make their minds up which way to go, forward or back again. They�re shoulder to shoulder, sir. Hell of a lot of �em!�
�Take aim! Wait� On my word, five rounds, aimed fire� Shoot!�
The naval command came from old habit.
The first line of Germans melted under the twenty seconds of sustained fire; the second fell back, those men not hit going to ground.
�They got their machine gun back, sir. Pulled it back while we was busy. Got to be a hundred of their men down, sir.�
�Must be. Anything in sight behind or to the west?�
�Nothing, sir. Best you keep your head down, sir. Going to cut loose with that machine gun any minute, aren�t they, sir.�
�I must see what�s happening, Sergeant.�
�No losses for us yet, sir. No sense you being first.�
Richard laughed and ran forwards to the hedge where he knelt with just his head showing.
The machine gun fired, traversing the line of the hedgerow, a little high as if expecting men to be standing or kneeling behind it, unaware of the sunken lane protecting them. Richard hunched down, appreciating for the first time just what the gun could do.
�Fires as many rounds in a minute as a whole platoon, Sergeant.�
�Lucky they only got one with �em, sir.�
�Right� Who�s our best shot, Sergeant?�
�Pickford, sir.�
Richard yelled for Pickford to come to him.
�You see where the machine gun is, Pickford?�
�Hidden up behind that thick bit of hedge, the blackthorn, sir. Just the muzzle poking out a bit.�
�Right. Get a line on it. Lay up in cover yourself. As soon as you�re ready, try to get its crew. Fill that blackthorn with bullets. Off you go now. Fire at will.�
Pickford crawled a few yards along the bank, found a comfortable place to lie up and opened fire with individual aimed rounds.
�They�re coming again, sir!�
Richard inflated his chest.
�Ten rounds rapid� Fire!�
The machine gun gave cover for the attacking line, for a few seconds that hit half a dozen riflemen. It ceased fire, the muzzle rising into the air as if a gunner had fallen over the breech.
The attack continued, the German infantry falling in swathes under the aimed and fast rifle fire. The nearest came within five yards of the hedge, close enough for Richard to use his revolver, firing repeatedly and finally hitting with his last round.
�Best you ought to carry a rifle next time, sir. There will be spares. The officers all did in the Boer War, because of them Boers picking off any man with a revolver. They could hit at half a mile, them Boers.�
Richard punched the empty brass out of the cylinder and reloaded and nodded.
�What�s it like along the line, Sergeant?�
�They ain�t made it across as far as I can see, sir. None of them to the west yet. They ain�t behind us, either.�
�Get me a count on the wounded. How do we stand for ammunition?�
�Down to half in the pouches, sir, almost for sure. Rapid fire uses up the rounds, sir.�
�Kills Fritz as well, Sergeant. What�s that to the front?�
There was a pole sticking up over the opposite hedge, a bit of rag being waved.
�White flag, sir. They probably want to get their wounded in.�
�Half an hour truce, sort of thing?�
�Colonel will give them a couple of hours, sir. Time for our wagons to catch up with the rations and ammo, sir.�
�That makes sense. Get me a list of the injured and the dead when they give us time.�
Five minutes saw a runner from the colonel calling truce till midday, the better part of five hours.
�Well thought, Sergeant Grace! I am going to speak to Captain Platt.�
�I want you to act as second to the whole company, Baker. Smithers has been sent back under the escort of the walking wounded. He is under arrest and Colonel Braithwaite has agreed that he must face a court. Have you men to go back?�
�Seven men hit, sir. Three of them dead�� head wounds, looked up to see what was making all the noise when the machine gun fired. One serious, sir�� in the chest and bubbling, Sergeant Grace says.�
�Means he has been shot through the lung, Baker. Not much hope for him.�
�Three with minor cuts and bruises, sir. Where the gun hit the thick trunks and branches in the hedge it sent splinters in a shower. They hurt but they say they can still handle a rifle.�
�Good men. Make sure the colonel hears their names�� that�s the sort who makes lance-corporal quickly.�
�Sir. Seven from thirty-eight sir. How did the other half do?�
�Six and Smithers. Four dead, two walking. Twelve walking from the whole battalion, gone back already. Not very pleased at having to do escort duty.�
�Why, sir? It does not sound good, sir.�
�He broke. Sneaked away and hid, face down, behind the back hedge. He was weeping, the men who found him said.�
Richard showed his horror, somewhat exaggerated.
�Oh! Well, that�s the end of him, sir. I had thought he was young and needed to be shown the way to go on, but that�s cowardice!�
�It is. I cannot think that his court will show him mercy. Shocking thing in any man, disgusting in an officer!�
�Well said, sir. Does us Territorials no favours, sir�� tars us with the same brush in the eyes of many, I don�t doubt.�
�Not in my eyes, Baker, and I have made sure the colonel knows your worth.�
�Thank you, sir. Ammunition, sir, and rations�� any sign of them coming up?�
�The wagons are due in soon�� they are no more than a mile off. Got lost in the night, it would seem. You will have ammunition before the ceasefire ends.�
�It will be needed, sir. Most of my men have expended thirty rounds already. My sergeant tells me I should carry a rifle, sir. He says they did so in the Boer War.�
�Mine is over by my bedroll, Baker. Definitely!�
�Damned revolver�s not a lot of use, sir. Took me six rounds to hit a Fritz not ten feet from me!�
Captain Platt laughed.
�You got him, that�s what counts, Baker! A damned sight better than Smithers did!�
�I would hope not to be compared with him, sir.�
�You won�t be!�
It was all very well, Richard mused, but he would have to be seen to shoot his man during every attack. It was asking a lot of his luck.
Sergeant Grace was waiting when he returned.
�Corporal Ekins, sir, had one of his lads, Private Fisher, climb a tree.�
�Good idea! What did he see?�
�He reckons there�s the better part of six battalions lining up opposite us, sir, in their separate blocks. And there�s a battery of field guns dropping their trails. He saw machine guns as well, sir, one to each battalion and being brought up to the hedge. He had a look behind as well, sir, and there ain�t nothing coming up to us, except the battalion wagons. No more men, sir. The battalion�s on its own.�
�Take him across to Captain Platt, Sergeant. Better give the information first-hand.�
Richard called Pickford to him.
�You did well, Pickford. I shall make sure the colonel hears your name. When they come again, I want you to do the same thing. Pick out machine gunners if you can, and officers�� anyone who stands out.�
Pickford nodded quietly�� he could do that.
Sergeant Grace returned, alone.
�Captain Platt�s taken Fisher to tell the colonel what he saw, sir.�
�Good. What�s the land like behind us?�
�Bit more open, sir, but there�s hedges and ditches enough.�
Neither said the word �retreat�, but odds of more than six to one were not encouraging.
�If so be, sir, we have to take up, shall we say, a more advantageous position, then best to send Corporal Ekins first to get set up to cover the others?�
�I don�t like the idea of running, Sergeant Grace.�
�No more do I, sir. May not be a lot of choice, sir.�
�Lieutenant Smithers has been sent back under arrest.�
�So I was told, sir� Don�t mean that all Terriers are bad, sir. No need for you to get yourself killed just to show you ain�t chicken!�
Richard had been thinking, considering an appropriate gesture, one that would show the difference between him and Smithers.
�Maybe� Have a word with Sergeant Brewer, tell him to take his regulars back first if we have to pull out. We can follow with the Terriers to cover them.�
�Right, sir. He�ll know why you�re doing that, sir. He�ll make sure the men know as well.�
�No need to make a performance of it, Sergeant. As soon as the rations come up, get the men fed�� something hot, if there�s time. Issue ammunition at double�� fill the men�s pouches and their pockets as well and stick some in their knapsacks besides. The way we are using it, they will need every round they can carry.�
�Goes against Regulations, sir.�
�Von Kluck the Regulations, Sergeant!�
Sergeant Grace passed the story along; within the hour �Von Kluck it� was the favourite swear word of the whole battalion.
�What is this, Sergeant?�
�Bully beef stew, sir. Finest kind! Cooks have thrown in boiled spuds and flour to thicken it up and they got hold of some cabbages and chopped them up, and some turnips from the fields, sir. Good for you! Lots of it, as well. Fresh bread to dip in the gravy. French stuff, not proper bread, but you can�t taste the difference when it�s well soaked.�
It was hot and filling. The men would fight better for full bellies.
�Tea as well?�
�Got to, sir. Must have tea with a meal. Ain�t right without, sir. Half past eleven, sir. Them field guns are all set up, sir. Three inch Krupps, sir, twelve pounders�� seventy-sixes they call �em for some reason. I reckon they�re going to start shooting at one second past midday, sir. There�s other batteries a bit further down, towards the crossroads, sir.�
�Tell Corporal Abbott to pull his platoon out of the hedge and into the woods next to Corporal Ekins and get their heads down while the guns are bombarding us. As soon as they see the infantry coming forward, get the men up and shooting across them.�
�That ought to surprise Fritz, sir. What direction if they get pushed out of the woods, sir?�
�Downhill. Not much choice. West towards the canal and into the village there. If they chase us, we can hold in the houses and pitheads. If they don�t, we can take them in the flank. We should be able to hold the woodland long enough to make them turn towards us and let the rest of the company get clear.�
Richard found Captain Platt and discussed his plan with him.
�Sounds sensible, Baker. Colonel Braithwaite has ordered us to stand firm but it�s obvious that we shall be overrun. Don�t matter what the general wants, we can�t hold against six full battalions backed by guns. You stay in the copse as long as you can with your half company. I�ll pull back from the lane towards the stream behind us when I must and hopefully you can hurt them as they cross your front. After nightfall, I�ll bring the rest of the company due west and into the colliery village, meet you there. I�ll pass the word to the other company commanders that we are setting the coal pits as our fallback point. Better than being steamrollered by what looks like a full division. There�s at least two brigades of infantry coming together northeast of us and I would not be surprised if there were more behind them.�
The guns sounded at midday, to the second as Sergeant Grace had predicted.
�Battery of six guns opposite us, sir. Sounds like at least twelve more not so far to the east. Three batteries for the battalion, sir. Trying to push us to the west, away from the gap between us and the next mob. We didn�t get another battalion up to fill the gap between us and the Hampshires, sir.�
�You think Fritz will be aiming to go down the road we came up?�
�Makes sense, sir. Look, sir! They got one of they airyplanes up there, watching us!�
There was a small, dove-shaped machine crossing at huge speed, at least twice as fast as a running horse, quicker far than the car Richard had driven. It was heading almost due south, over the crossroads.
�That must be where they are going. Good thing we moved into cover, Sergeant Grace.�
The twelve pound shells were exploding in the lane itself and on either side of the hedgerows, would have caused massive casualties if the company had remained in position.
�They reckon those guns are clumsy; heavy and slow to move over rough ground, sir. That�s why they came up after the soldiers, I suppose.�
Richard nodded. It meant that the field guns would not be a direct part of the immediate pursuit as they fell back.
�They�ll try to keep to the roads and will have to use bridges over the streams, Sergeant. Machine guns are opening up as well��
�First line of troops ought to be moving forward, sir, under their cover.�
They watched as the grey figures marched steadily forward and were met by rifle fire, less of it than first thing.
�Guns have made a difference, sir. First line is still coming forward. Faster on our front, sir.�
�Corporal Abbott, ten rounds rapid. Ekins, hold. Fire!�
Fifteen rifles firing into the line exposed in the open field brought at least sixty men down, caused confusion as the NCOs tried to turn their men to meet the fire from the quarter. There was a delay and then a second line came forward, the westernmost companies facing towards the trees and the few rifles that seemed to be there.
�Wait. Hold fire. Abbott and Ekins both� Fire.�
Richard and Sergeant Grace added to the volume. The nearly four hundred rounds in barely half a minute smashed the two lines back in disorder, dropping dozens of men.
�Fall back to the far edge of the trees.�
�Captain Platt�s going back, sir. Can see his men halfway down the field already, sir. Firing�s dying away to the east, sir.�
They could not see all of the sunken lane for the barricades they had erected along it, such as remained after the shell fire. Presumably the other companies had withdrawn or had been overrun.
�Pickford�s still busy, sir.�
They could hear a single rifle firing aimed shots at intervals of twenty or thirty seconds.
Shells began to drop in the woods, probing fire from a single gun.
�Might be low on rounds, sir. Don�t want to waste enough to level the woodland.�
�I�m not arguing, Sergeant. Those shells are too small for the job. They are blowing trees down but they aren�t smashing them up or setting the whole woods afire.�
�Ain�t easy, destroying woodland, sir. Saw it in Burma a couple of times, trying to push some sort of rebels out of the jungle with guns. Always at it in Burma, they was. Needs the big naval guns, the ones they send ashore from their ships, to do the job. Four point sevens or six inch even, they could do the job, but little field guns ain�t man enough.�
�Stay in cover here until nightfall, if we can, Sergeant. If they send in infantry to flush us out, then we fall back to the bottom of the hill. There�s cover there�� scrubland on this side of the stream. If we can, follow the path besides the stream until we get to the village and the bridge there.�
�Can see it, sir. There�s folks legging it out of the village, sir. Looks like the local people don�t fancy being in the middle of a battleground.�
�Be fools to stay, Sergeant.�
�Don�t want the womenfolk there when the soldiers is on the rampage, sir.�
They said no more, stayed in cover as the other half of the company fell back to the stream directly below the sunken lane. Half an hour later two German battalions followed, pushing forward in a mass.
�Wait for the second battalion, Sergeant. Get as many as possible out in the open field. Encourage them to fall back to the east.�
Captain Platt achieved a crossfire from due south as they fired their first volleys. The two battalions coalesced into one and shifted to the east, almost running, the officers frantically trying to pull them into order, to reform their lines, to turn them back to their original target.
�Cease fire. Downhill to the canal path. At the double!�
The Germans reformed to the east while Richard led his half company west, reaching the canal with no further casualties.
�How many lost, Sergeant?�
�Just five more, sir. Four of them dead�� firing from cover, like we was, they mostly either hits the head or misses completely, sir. One of ours wounded; Private Thomas, clipped across the side of his cheek and ripped half his ear�ole off. Blood everywhere and it hurts, but it ain�t too bad as long as it don�t go rotten on him. Going to scar him up a bit, that�s all.�
�Nine dead already and Thomas won�t be carrying his rifle. Three existing wounded who ought to go for treatment when they can. Have to get them back as soon as it�s practical. Not too good seeing as we started with thirty-nine including you.�
�Could be worse, sir. �Twenty-six of us left untouched and all of them know what it�s about now. Best we work our way along this bit of a track by the stream, sir, and make it to the village and set ourselves up where we can hold the bridge. The lads will be able to get some kip in comfort in the village. Be able to cook up a meal and eat it sitting at a table. Be a chance to wash up as well. All of them will be better for getting a shave and cleaning themselves. Use a proper outhouse, too, instead of squatting behind a bush. Makes a difference, sir.�
They reached the village by mid afternoon, were able to set themselves up in a sensible defence.
The village was small, not unlike the industrial villages of Northamptonshire, almost homelike. There was a pair of pitheads, the big wheels dominating the four redbrick terraces of tiny, two up, two down hovels. The two streets were cobbled, running uphill from the canal wharf on one side to the railway tracks on the other. There was a single store, no bigger than the houses. Unlike the villages at home, where the boot and shoe bosses lived in sight of their workshops, there was no sign of the mine-owners� houses�� they were obviously miles away, out of the muck and smells.
�Dirt poor, and empty, Sergeant Grace.�
�No civvies to get in our way, sir. Railway line keeps south of the canal and don�t cross it, so there�s only the road bridge to worry about. Tracks are up on a bit of an embankment as well. Be able to hunker down there if we get pushed back from the canalside. Pity we ain�t got one of those machine guns ourselves, sir. Do well up high on the railway. Take a look at the pitheads, sir. Might be able to set up there. Close to the bridge, they are.�
Road bridge and collieries were at the west of the housing together with a set of sidings off the railway line, big enough to make up the coal trains. There was a stableyard and a wagon park as well, both empty.
�Nothing on wheels to block the bridge with, sir.�
�Pity. No motor vehicles�� but if there had been any, they would have used them when they evacuated the village.�
They looked about and found a locked and barred shed with a red sign for danger.
�Do they use explosives in coal mines, Sergeant Grace?�
�Don�t know, sir. Might do.�
�Can�t get into it. The door�s locked.�
�Wooden shed, sir. Have a look over in the workshop by the pithead, sir.�
There were sledgehammers and crowbars in the shop and the wooden shed was lightly built from matchboard.
�Always the same, sir! Put a big lock on the door and make the walls of cheap quarter-inch pine wood! No sense to it!�
Richard wondered just how his sergeant had such experience of breaking into locked premises�� but that was none of his business, not in the Army.
Two of the bigger men ripped a hole through a wall, under Sergeant Grace�s supervision.
�Looks like black powder, sir. In kegs. Not a great deal of it�� four small barrels, with brass hoops, sir, that�s how you know it�s powder. Iron can spark but brass can�t. Looks like fuse in the coils, sir. What they used to call slowmatch. Little cardboard tubes, look, sir, on that rack. From what I have ever seen of engineers and demolitions, I�d say they filled the cardboard with powder, stuck a length of fuse in and crimped it over somehow. Stick the cartridge you�ve made into a hole and set a match to it and bugger off, if you�ll pardon my French, sir.�
�Excellent, Sergeant Grace. Take a few men and dig a hole in the bridge and stuff it full of those tubes and see what happens� Second thoughts, best you should set the men up in the village. I�ll see to the bridge.�
Blowing up the bridge with his own hand would make a good report to the colonel, and the newspapers might like it, if they got to hear the tale.
�How do you open those barrels, Sergeant Grace?�
�Copper mallet, I would reckon, sir, so as not to have sparks� Ought to be tools in the shed, here��
There was a chest in the corner, unlocked.
�There you are, sir! Mallets and little pinchbars, made out of bronze, by the looks of them. A auger as well, a big drill bit the same gauge as the cardboard tubes, for making the holes to put �em in. Put the pinchbar though the hole at the top of the auger and turn. I�ll just make up the cartridges now, sir. Take half an hour or so while you have a look down at the bridge to see what to do.�
The canal bridge was just the same as those Richard had seen in England. He remembered that most of the canals and railways in France and Belgium had been made by English contractors in the previous century, so it was reasonable that things would look the same.
Hump-backed, a single arch perhaps fifteen feet above the water at its highest, and a bit more than forty feet across and wide enough to take a single farm wagon with a bit to spare. It was brick built, the road gravelled to either side.
Richard had six men with him, and the auger. One of the farm lads knew what to do.
�Dig down on this bank, sir. Go down a few foot and angle under the archway a bit. Blow �er up from under, sir. Three years back I see they clear the old orchard what my uncle got out towards Finedon way at home, sir. They old apple trees warn�t cropping good no more so �e got a bloke to take �em all out. With black powder, like we got �ere. Drilled a small �ole down under the tree and popped a charge in and blew it and the old tree just jumped up in the air, so it did, and sat on the ground on top with �er roots spread out around. Carted they off and logged they for firewood and put new little saplings in they place and come two years there was a new orchard just starting to crop. Would �ave taken years to cut they down and dig the stumps up.�
�Right, Private Miller. You have seen it done, so get busy with the auger and put the holes in for me.�
�Right, sir. Should be easy, sir. Soft ground to drill through and underneath the footings.�
Two hours and they had six holes, each the better part of five feet deep and angled down under the edge of the brickwork. Sergeant Grace had provided six of the cardboard blasting tubes, each with twenty feet of fuse trailing from the top.
Richard took the first tube, rather nervously and fitted it into a hole and pushed it down with a long stick. Five minutes saw all six in place.
�Stamp �em down a bit, sir, so the blast don�t come straight back up the hole.�
There were six trailing ends of fuse to be lit.
�Bloke what did my uncle�s place put the ends together and lit �em all at once, sir. Then he ran, quick.�
Richard followed the advice.
�Slow old stuff, that match, sir.�
They had waited five minutes and the trail of smoke was no more than halfway down the fuses.
�Sergeant�s waving, sir.�
Richard turned, saw Grace up on the low railway embankment, perhaps fifteen feet higher than him. He was pointing to the hilltop.
�Horsemen, sir. With long stickers. Lancers, sir. They ain�t ours.�
�Fall back to the houses.�
Corporal Abbott whistled as they entered the village street, perhaps a hundred yards from the bridge, up the hillside and safe from flooding in a wet season.
�The men are behind the fences, sir, and in the windows looking over the road. Sergeant Grace has got Corporal Ekins up at the railway, sir.�
�Have you got Pickford with you?�
�No, he�s found himself a bit of a nest up at the pitheads, sir. Going to be sniping from there, sir. Reckon �e�s got a dozen already today, sir.�
There was a note of respect in Abbott�s voice, but a degree of distaste as well. Pickford was too much of a killer for the rest of the platoon to be easy with.
�They old Uhlans is coming down the hill, sir. Going across the slope, not straight down, like, but they looks as if they might be coming down to the bridge. Walking it, sir. They ain�t pushin� they horses.�
�We need another five minutes, the way the fuses are burning.�
�It ain�t as if they were charging, sir. Reckon they�re going to give us a few minutes in hand. So long as we keep out of sight and they ain�t got no reason to chase after us. Old Pickford�s going to stir �em up a bit, mark you, if so be �e cuts one or two down.�
�Do you know where he is, exactly?�
�Not to say precisely, like, no, sir.�
Nothing to be done other than hope that the lances would not be moved to charge the sniper who was killing them, if they worked out which direction he was firing from. They were a quarter of a mile distant, just cutting back on themselves, zigzagging down the hillside, giving the horses an easy passage downslope.
�How many would you say, Abbott?�
�A lot, sir. They�re in eight companies�� or troops or squadrons, whatever it is you calls cavalry, sir. Maybe forty or fifty in each. Got to be a whole regiment of �em, horsemen having smaller battalions than foot.�
�Well, we don�t want a charge of a light brigade on top of us, Abbott. Let�s hope the bridge blows in time.�
�Smoke from the fuses is out of sight, sir. Gone down the holes.�
�About ten feet in a minute, and five feet to go� Any time now, I make it��
The seconds dragged by, the lancers walking closer, making no attempt to hurry, unaware of any force to their front.
Pickford fired a first round and a lancer with chevrons on his sleeve dropped over the crupper of his horse and then rolled to the ground.
�Goodbye to one sergeant�� good target to pick. They�re green, those Uhlans!�
The horsemen had halted, clustering around the fallen man rather than dashing for cover.
Pickford fired four more shots, one carefully aimed and three into the mass of scattering men as they realised their error. Two more fell. A section of eight charged onto the foot of the bridge, running for cover more than choosing their direction.
The first cartridge blew, a coughing, low-pitched explosion; earth spurted out from under the right side of the bridge and a few bricks tumbled, bouncing over the towpath and splashing into the water. The other five followed in the space of two seconds, throwing dirt into the air and scattering bricks from the roadbed and underneath the parapets. The bridge lurched and slipped sideways, the brickwork cracking apart, all very slowly, slumping rather than dramatically collapsing.
�She�s gone, sir� crumbling she is, the keystone�s going, sir, look!�
The archway twisted and dropped with a massive splash as the brickwork lost its cohesion.
Two horses screamed as they fell forwards, the roadway disintegrating under them.
�Aim at those horsemen, Abbott. Ready? Five rounds, rapid� Fire!�
The cavalrymen suddenly realised they were in danger, heaved the horses� heads round and fled back up the hill, leaving a dozen behind, men and mounts alike.
�Well done, Abbott. Be ready to fall back without warning. Most likely, they�ll bring their field guns to the top of the hill and try to blow the village to bits.�
Abbott nodded, inspecting the remains of the bridge and trying to work out from a distance whether a man could scramble across dry foot, jumping from one bit of rubble to another.
�Permission to put them horses out of their misery, sir? Can�t abide that screaming, nohow.�
�Do it.�
Abbott and half of his platoon scuttled down to the bridge and gave each other a hand across. Richard watched as they put their rifles to the horses� heads, offering them mercy that was denied to their riders who lay equally gravely wounded and with as small a chance of living.
�Thought as much!�
The soldiers were quickly running their hands through pockets and saddlebags and coming away with the small valuables and hard rations the horsemen carried. They ran back, grinning.
�Got one of them pointy helmets of theirs, sir! Send it back to the missus to put on the wall. Got their badges as well, sir, to tell what regiment they was.�
�Sensible, Abbott. The colonel will appreciate that, to take back to the general for his staff. Anything else?�
�One of them funny pistols, sir, and ammo for it what is in clips like we use for the rifles, sir. Old Grindley got that. They got a load of baccy, sir. Pipe stuff, all of them carrying that. Enough for a month, I reckon. Left their short rifles, sir�� no use to us. Some of they got good boots, but it didn�t feel right, pinching they off their feet.�
Abbott made no mention of oddments of silver coinage and rings and a single watch and chain�� they were none of an officer�s business.
�Lay up for the night behind the railway track. Better not use the houses�� might be the guns will target them first thing in the morning.�

Chapter Nine

A fortnight of chasing up and down the coast, mostly at night, navigating from shoal to shoal and from one known minefield to the next and aware all the time that the mines, both British and German, themselves were unreliable, that every field had a few that had dragged their moorings a cable or two, or might have become completely unshackled and be floating miles distant from their intended location.
The lookouts were doubled - and could see little in the dark of the moon and not much even when it was at full. The searchlight flashed a dozen times each watch, checking possible sightings. Once, they had seen a mine and had exploded it with rifle fire, although that was to announce their presence to any ship within ten miles.
Apart from that one moment of excitement, they had seen nothing other than the flicker of artillery not many miles inland.
�What�s happening in France and Belgium, sir?�
�A damned good question, Sturton. Something.�
�Thank you, sir.�
�My pleasure. I am always happy to enlighten the ignorance of my junior officers.�
�There seems to have been activity at Ostend, sir.�
�Small parties from a Naval Brigade and the Army going in to evaluate the roads and railways in case they must assist at Antwerp, which is encircled by forts which are said to be impregnable, invulnerable and any other superlative you can think of. That means that Napoleon could certainly not have taken them. He, of course, did not have Krupp guns firing forty centimetre explosive shells. It is likely that the generals cannot count beyond five and therefore do not appreciate just how great such shells are.�
�Five, sir?�
Captain Smallwood held up his left hand and solemnly pointed with his right, ticking off the fingers.
�One� two� three� four� five. They have to stop there for not having another hand to count with. As all generals are fat and aged, they cannot reach down to their toes, which they have not seen in many years. Five is their limit.�
�Of course, sir. I suppose their staff officers could bend down and count their toes, sir�� or would they be too busy kissing them?�
�Precisely, Sturton. Despite the best endeavours of our newspapers to obfuscate the truth, it is clear the Germans are advancing�� although that, of course, is not to say that the valiant British are retreating. Far from it! Our gallant heroes are fighting tooth and nail and clawing their way forwards in the opposite direction to the German frontier.�
�I am sure that makes simple good sense to the Mail and Telegraph, sir. The Times of course, does not have a front page and therefore need not have banner headlines proclaiming falsehoods for the benefit of the literate.�
�Well perceived, Sturton. I am amazed by the depth of understanding you display�� don�t do so in front of the Commodore!�
�No, sir. I know better than that, sir!�
�Excellent! I foresee a great future for you, young man. Provided you can clearly demonstrate fundamental stupidity in the presence of your elders, you will undoubtedly be promoted far beyond your merits. The example of Beatty is one to bear in mind�� cock your cap rakishly; smile for the cameras; draw your cutlass and charge everything in sight; salute your admirals� wives and kowtow to Royalty - and you will become one of our youngest admirals!�
Simon winced�� they were within the hearing of at least six ratings, any or all of whom might talk in the wet canteen. Captain Smallwood�s words would be known to the whole of the Harwich base within the week.
�Fear not, Sturton. Neither Tyrwhitt nor Keyes has any great love for the gentleman�� they are Jellicoe�s men, through and through.�
�So it might seem, am I, sir.�
�You are one of my officers, therefore you are what I am, Sturton.�
They returned to base after another blank sweep. It seemed that the Germans found the run down the North Sea all the way from the Kiel Canal to be too great for their small ships and they were not prepared to risk their heavy units in the hope of getting into the troopships in the Channel.
Simon sat down with Dacres in their little wardroom after getting a few hours of sleep.
�Why, sir? If the German High Seas Fleet had chosen to sail, they might have managed to push a flotilla of battlecruisers into the Channel. They would have taken losses, but they might have destroyed a division of the BEF at sea and shelled the dumps of ammunition and stores around Calais. Surely that would have been worth losing a few battleships on its own. As well, it would force the Admiralty to distribute the Grand Fleet all along the East Coast to prevent it happening again.�
�They could have crippled the BEF�� interrupted the flow of men for weeks, Sturton. It is not impossible that the war could have been brought to an end. I can only think that the Kaiser wanted to keep his fleet in being. He had rather have a threat sat in Kiel than squadrons taking losses in the North Sea. It strikes me as unwise�� but if our leaders were wise men, they would not have gone to war and then we would not have our Mentions, with all the good they will do for our careers. Three weeks of war and we have done very well by doing very little, when it comes down to it. The whisper is that Admiral Keyes has something big in line for us, by the way. We are to go off hunting the Hun�� he is Fritz no more, it would seem. All captains are off to a meeting this afternoon, to stand in awe and delight as our masters unveil their thoughts to them.�
�Why the �Hun�?�
�The newspapers seem to think that �Fritz� is too charming a name for our enemy. Before your time, of course, back in the Boxer days at the turn of the century, the Kaiser made a fool of himself, sending his forces off with orders to behave like Huns and wipe out every Chink in China. The press seem to think they should be Huns again�� you have seen the stories of what is happening to the Belgian population? Bayoneted babies and raped nuns to be found on every street corner, according to the newspapers�� wouldn�t have thought there were that many nuns in Belgium, but no doubt our masters know better than us.�
�Interesting how they get their reporters there to discover what�s going on, sir. Does the German army extend special visitors� passes to them?�
�Probably. I expect there has been some atrocious behaviour�� it�s war and the soldiers have been let off their leashes�� but I don�t see it being as bad as the papers make out. Glad I ain�t a Belgian, though.�
The destroyers took their turns at the oiling wharf and then replenished stores and replaced used practice rounds from their magazines.
�Everything up to top, Sturton?�
�Yes, sir. Ammunition for all guns and extra pans for the Lewises, all filled and in the racks, sir. Three-o-threes all checked over and clips filled, sir. Had a sharp put on the cutlasses, and on the bayonets we haven�t got, sir.�
�Very good. Be sure that the cutlasses are to hand and that the boarding party all have their unlawful bayonets, Sturton. Were those letters for you in the mail?�
As an orphan, Simon normally received no post.
Simon flushed�� he had received a letter from each of Dacres� sisters, enquiring kindly of his life aboard his little ship and wondering if he was likely to see leave again that autumn. There had been a missive from his trustees as well, informing him in measured and grave terms that due to their unremitting care for his interests his capital sum had grown and that his income was as a result somewhat increased. He might expect to see two hundred and fifty pounds placed to his account in the September quarter.
�Yes, sir. My trustees are doing well for me out of the war, or so it would seem.�
Captain Smallwood was only a little pleased to hear that. His own family was agricultural, possessing substantial acreages in East Anglia; they were enjoying a good harvest but were finding that their costs had risen�� wages especially�� and that profits, strangely, were falling. Add to that, taxes were not insignificant.
Dacres overheard and said that his own father was enjoying a fine start to the war�� he had apparently sold some stocks short�� and presumably bought others long�� and as a result had made a pretty addition to the family fortunes.
�Good stuff, sir, or so it seems. Me brother, David, has been promised a seat in the Tory interest, so he�ll be tucked away in Westminster for the duration. No sense having the three of us at risk, sir.�
Captain Smallwood had an elder brother who was far too important to the farms to go to war, had no objection to such a sensible disposition of the family.
�Two younger brothers and four of my cousins have gone off to war, Dacres�� don�t seem right for all of them to go. The two youngest, a brother and a cousin, have been held back at their depots�� boys of eighteen, barely, but the other four are in France already. What of the Sturton clan, young man?�
�I don�t know, sir. I think I have but two cousins, and Dacres� father said they had both joined, sir.�
�All of the eggs in one basket. Not the best of ideas for the family. Very patriotic, though.�
�Are the casualties so very high, sir?�
�According to the newspapers�� and they are not saying much about the lists they print�� they are higher than the worst days of the Boer War. Young officers are taking the brunt, it would seem, leading from the front.�
It was inevitable, particularly when so many regiments had taken on young gentlemen and given them no training in war.
�Not to worry, gentlemen�� we in the Navy are still training our young men, although some of them are finding that experience to be curtailed. There are some hundreds of boys aboard the Live Bait Squadron.�
�Good experience, sir?�
�Manning aged and valueless cruisers as they plod their way across the North Sea, Mr Dacres? I have my doubts.�
�What exactly are they doing, sir?�
�Patrolling.�
�To what end?�
�So that the sea may be seen to be patrolled�� wherever there is an ocean, the Royal Navy is there claiming it for Britannia. Possibly protecting fishing boats from the depredations of the evil Hun?�
�It seems rather foolish, sir.�
�Not to the minds of the Admiralty, Dacres. While they are there, the Germans are not, and they offer a permanent provocation by their very presence. The American newspapers as well can see that the Navy claims the whole of the North Sea as its own.�
�I had thought the Navy had other functions than to play games for the benefit of the Americans.�
�Occasionally. We were brought together today to be informed that our masters have a plan for us and that we are to be ready to go to battle within the week. Where and doing what, has not been vouchsafed to us. I expect it will be very exciting. Stop it, Mr Parrett�� you looked as if you might be about to cheer!�
�Not me, sir! Only cheer after the victory, sir.�
�Very wise, young man. Are your boats in perfect order?�
�Yes, sir� Well, pretty good, sir.�
�Sensible to be cautious. Be ready to carry a boarding party, Mr Parrett. Do make sure that none of your oarsmen are taken from the guns or ammunition passers.�
With so small a crew, that was no easy task.
�Are you fully recovered from your seasickness, Mr Parrett?�
�Wholly, sir�� it was just that first patrol, sir, for some reason.�
�Excitement at going to war for the first time coupled with rough conditions. It happens not infrequently. I have no doubt you were told that Nelson was habitually sick at the beginning of a commission?�
�Yes, sir. Quite often.�
�Very good. Get as much sleep as you can over the next two days, gentlemen. I suspect that we shall sail on the twenty-sixth, or the day after. Make charts ready for the North Sea as far as Jutland and Heligoland�� any further north would be the hunting ground for the Queensferry flotillas.�
Hector McDuff stood on Good Hope�s bridge, standing his watch as junior to the Navigating Officer for the hundredth time as the old cruiser ploughed through the sixty foot seas of the Antarctic winter. He stood straddle-legged and impassive as she heaved her bows up and then corkscrewed down the side of a great roller and turned to face the next of the unending succession of waves.
�Icing up, Sub. Have to get the steam hoses out again. See to it.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
Hector pulled the collar of his greatcoat up and picked up his gloves and shifted slowly out of the enclosed bridge and into the bitterly cold twenty-knot gusts of the unceasing westerly, called for the men of the watch to break out the hoses. He passed word to the engineroom for steam on deck and stood to watch the petty officers as they supervised the men.
The forward nine point two inch barbette was unmanned in such weather�� the crew would have been frost-bitten within the hour and would probably have suffered broken bones from being thrown about, as close as they would be to the bows.
There was no need to man the gun, in any case, Hector knew. There was no enemy in this ocean. Commerce raiders possibly existed, but they would be patrolling the sea lanes, trying to intercept merchantmen voyaging between the trading ports. They would not be off Cape Horn, endlessly making their way through an empty sea.
Nearly three-quarters of an hour passed, interminably slowly, watching the men chip chunks of ice away and heave them over the side while the hoses cleaned up the gun itself and its traversing gear. They would have to do the same in the afternoon watch if the ice was not to build up, multiple tons of it, possibly sufficient to affect Good Hope�s stability. He would not be there on that occasion. He had the Forenoon watch and would be back to Second Dog and then to the Morning watch at the end of the day.
The routine was tedious, as was all of life aboard Good Hope. She was an old ship in a backwater, would never see action, miles from anywhere of interest. Until the Tsingtao Squadron was finally caught, she had to stay with the six inch gun cruiser Monmouth and the others, acting as the stopper to the Pacific, making sure that the Germans would not attempt to break out into the South Atlantic.
He returned to the relative warmth of the high bridge, unheated but at least shut off from the wind, reported the ice was clear, which the Navigating Officer could see for himself.
�Next leg takes us to Port Stanley for coaling, Sub. All of the delights of civilisation!�
Port Stanley was the sole town of the Falkland Islands, distinguished by being quite probably the most boring port in the whole world. It was tiny and possessed no facilities of any sort for sailors, and few enough for the handful of local residents. The sheep far outnumbered the people and were just as likely to greet the sailors. The only amenity of interest was the telegraph station which was the sole link to the outside world. Hector was anxious to see if there had been a reply to the captain�s recommendation that he should be sent to Greenwich to take his courses for lieutenant and gunnery specialist, prior to being sent to Whale Island. It would be an end to the tedium of a posting to nowhere.
They docked at the coaling hulk and the ship descended into the frenetic routine of shifting more than a thousand tons of coal in the least possible time. The sole advantage of the Falklands showed here�� the unbroken wind blew the bulk of the dust away from the cruiser�s accommodation spaces and made the task of cleaning afterwards far easier.
The message came from the captain�� no courses at Greenwich for the time being, all instructors and students needed at sea. For the meanwhile, having obtained his certificate, Mr McDuff should shift to work with the Gunnery Officer, broadening his experience and learning valuable extra skills.
�Remaining as a sub, sir.�
The Navigating Officer was vaguely sympathetic but had himself been a sublieutenant for three years and lieutenant for twelve�� he had experienced a mediocre career and could not see why any officer might wish for more.
�Reporting as your junior, sir.�
The Gunnery Officer was forty and had had every expectation of retiring as a commander and soon. He possessed a small income�� owned a farm in the West Country, in fact�� and had been looking forward to the quiet life. An old and tired cruiser had suited him exactly. The war was a damned nuisance, interfering with all his plans, and now he had to put up with a sublieutenant who would expect training. It was all too much bother.
�Oh! Right! Best you should take over the after gun. All you have to do is follow the orders that come from me in gunnery control above the bridge. I determine the target and give you range and bearing which you set at the gun and then fire when she comes on, allowing for the roll. Your layer knows the drill and can take you through it. No sense attempting to do anything in winter�� can�t see or take a range when she�s rolling and pitching like she does. We�ll fire a few rounds, as soon as the weather permits. Nothing to worry about�� no chance of seeing action down here.�
The gunlayer agreed. He was also in his forties and had been a sailor for thirty years, starting in sail with black powder muzzle loaders, far better guns than these modern things.
�None of this buggering about trying to shoot at ten miles, and that sort of nonsense, sir. Can�t do it with these guns, anyway. Good guns, but not really up to long range stuff. Best to wait till they�re a cable off the beam and give �em a broadside, sir. Not that we�re ever going to see any action. Keep the brasswork well polished and touch up the paint regular�� that�s about all we do on Good Hope, sir.�
Word came that the Tsingtao Squadron had sailed and disappeared. They had been expected at Rabaul and the Australian Navy had gone there and taken the colony and found no ships - but had lost a submarine. The battlecruiser Australia had been sent off to subjugate all of the other little German colonies in the Pacific and had found no trace of the Tsingtao Squadron other than rumours that they had been present when she was elsewhere. It was assumed that the Germans were heading off to make mischief on the trade routes, presumably around India and possibly towards South Africa. Some more old ships were to be sent to the South Atlantic, on the offchance that the Germans would get that far before being brought to battle.
�Canopus�� an ancient predreadnought with four twelve inch and capable of making eight knots with a following wind, these days. Best thing to do with her is moor her up in Port Stanley as guard ship�� no more than a floating battery. Big guns and they might be accurate, with a bit of luck.�
There was no sign of Canopus when the squadron sailed next and rumour insisted that she was stuck somewhere on the South American coast, waiting for parts for her engines.
Good Hope returned to the tedium of Cape Horn, occasionally passing through the Magellan Strait to make a change. All they had to look forward to was a slow improvement in the weather as the seasons changed.
There was a single newspaper in the wardroom, a June issue saying that there were fears of war. The officers read it until it disintegrated, but it told them nothing of what was happening far away in the outside world.
Lieutenant Christopher Adams stepped out in all his glory, newly made and first of the subs on Iron Duke to have achieved his promotion. He sent a letter to his tailors in London, instructing them to send the correct rank markings to Scapa Flow�� he would not be in Town to have his measurements taken for new uniforms for some months.
He stood his watches and tried his best to alleviate the tedium of staring out at the same stretch of harbour for weeks at a time. The Flow was bleak, barren, a set of far northern islands with a tiny population and nothing to recommend them; even the fishing was not especially good. The battleships stirred out of Scapa Flow every once in a while for gunnery practice, achieving a good rate of fire if somewhat less than perfection in terms of accuracy.
They were good enough, they assured each other�� the battle when it came would take place between two fleets anxious to close each other and create a hammering match at three or four thousand yards, at most.
�When that day comes, British spirit will supply all we need, Adams, old chap!�
The Gunnery Commander was perfectly content with his ship and his guns�� when �broadsides� was called, he would smash the Germans.
�The sooner the better, old boy!�
�I heard we were short of shells for the guns, sir.�
�Not at all, my boy. Eighty per gun in the magazines, all right and tight!�
�But, nothing to replenish if we fire them off, sir?�
�Not for a month or two, it would seem�� but we won�t need more. One battle will do the trick!�
It was not important to a navigation specialist�� his job was to bring the ship to the battleground�� the gunners would take over then.
The sole difficulty seemed to lie in the reluctance of the German fleet to sail, matched by their own need to keep the Grand Fleet together in Scapa and at Queensferry to be ready when they did venture forth.
�Not to put too fine an edge on it, Adams�� nothing seems likely to happen unless they can be enticed to sea. The word is that Their Lordships are considering some sort of action by light forces that will cause the Germans to send out some battlecruisers to protect their own ships. We will respond with a flotilla of our own, or a pair of battleships, perhaps, and they in turn will send out a squadron and so the action will build piecemeal. Untidy, but it might be the only way of getting them out.�
�So� we attack a coastal patrol to start the ball rolling?�
�Basically, yes, but it may not be that simple, there being a shortage of such within reach.�
Simon listened to the briefing given by Captain Smallwood, ever so slightly puzzled.
�There is a German patrol covering Heligoland�� destroyers backed by light cruisers with battlecruisers on call as needed but four or five hours distant in the nature of things. There are minefields, naturally enough, and some problems with shoal waters. The aim is that our two flotillas, led by the light cruisers, Arethusa and Fearless, will attack the destroyers, which are generally more exposed than their light cruisers. This will bring their cruisers out, crossing our submarines which will be waiting for them. Provided that works, then the German battlecruisers will be called for and will discover that Rear Admiral Moore�s Invincible and New Zealand are waiting for them just north of the island, accompanied by smaller cruisers. This should bring about a general scream for help, stirring the High Seas Fleet out of the Kiel Canal and into the action, where they in turn will bring out the Grand Fleet.�
Lieutenant Dacres performed his function of asking the detailed questions.
�So, we attack the destroyers, sir, to open the ball?�
�Immediately after dawn on the 28th, coming out of the night, two lines astern, changing to line abreast as soon as we see targets that may be attacked with torpedoes. Arethusa will lead us.�
�Very good, sir. This will be immediately west of Heligoland?�
�That is the plan.�
�We then try to draw the cruisers west, sir?�
�Not necessarily�� it is possible that the German cruisers will be in harbour. They may be delayed raising steam and then reaching the scene of action, in which case, we steam inshore, towards them.�
�That will take us farther from Invincible and New Zealand, will it not, sir?�
�They will be steaming hard towards the guns.�
�Oh good!�
Captain Smallwood explained that it was impossible to predict exactly what course the battle would follow, but the Navy would be expected to surmount minor difficulties.
�The spirit of Nelson is what counts, gentlemen!�
�Hurrah for the Little Admiral!�
�Well said, Mr Parrett! Don�t do it again.�
�Sorry, sir.�
The seas off Heligoland were shrouded in fog.
�Apparently it�s not uncommon in the mornings at this time of year, sir.�
�Thank you for telling me that, Mr Dacres.�
The flotilla continued to make full speed.
�What�s that on the starboard bow?�
�A ship, sir.�
�I could see that for my bloody self! What ship, lookout?�
A hesitant reply came back from the bows.
�Destroyer, sir� Don�t think it�s one of ours, sir.�
�Make the challenge, Yeoman.�
A five inch shell screamed over their heads in response.
�Fire!�
The twelve pounder and after four inch, both ready for action, alert for trouble, responded. At the range of a cable, both hit immediately. The German ship turned away into the fog, was lost within seconds apart from the dull orange glow of a fire amidships.
The guns ceased fire.
Sheldrake spun on her heel and discovered the German destroyer was faster, jinking away under full helm. Within five minutes she was alone in a thick grey mist, unable to see anything at all.
�Put us on course for the island, Mr Dacres.�
�Steer oh-twenty degrees, helmsman. Should be about forty minutes at fifteen knots, sir.�
Fifteen knots was far too fast in fog.
�Make it so, Mr Dacres.�
An hour passed.
�Still in deep water, Mr Dacres.�
�Yes, sir. Not quite where I thought we were, sir.�
The fog eddied, opened a little.
�Ships to port beam, sir! Destroyers!�
�Full ahead. Hard to port!�
The fog closed in again and the destroyers were gone.
�What course were the destroyers on, lookout?�
�Northeast, sir.�
�Steer fifty degrees, Coxswain.�
A light cruiser appeared from nothing, fired at them, missed and disappeared.
�That was Arethusa, sir.�
�Are you sure?�
�Certain, sir.�
�Bloody fog! Slow ahead.�
There was silence except for the muted whine of the turbine.
�Hear something, sir. Reciprocating engines.�
Bigger than a destroyer, possibly an old battleship.
�Port bow, sir, on the quarter somewhere.�
�Torpedo tubes to port, Mr Harker.�
�Big ship, sir� Armoured cruiser, sir, port twenty, one mile.�
�Ready torpedoes, Mr Harker!�
�It�s Cressy, sir.�
�Belay, Mr Harker!�
The fog swirled thick about them again.
The big old cruiser continued her stately way, slowly disappearing. A stern six inch gun fired a single round. They neither saw nor heard the shellburst.
�To starboard, Coxswain. Course due east.�
Captain Smallwood thought there was a chance the cruiser might have seen them readying a torpedo attack. He preferred not to be identified.
�Gunfire, sir. Somewhere to starboard.�
�Steer towards.�
They spent four hours in the fog, chasing sound, spotting dark shapes they could not identify or locate a second time. They came close to running aground, presumably on Heligoland. Eventually the fog thinned and they heard the crashing of big ships� guns.
�Flotilla leader in sight, sir.�
�Fearless signalling, join line, sir.�
Sheldrake slipped onto the tail of three destroyers of different classes following the leader.
�Port two miles, sir. Light cruiser, German, foundering, sir.�
�Fearless signalling course for Harwich, sir. Destroyers closing, sir.�
By mid-afternoon the flotilla had come together again and was en route for home.
The officers of the whole flotilla met next morning, in their own shore mess which was their depot so that they could sleep in comfort away from the cramped confines of the destroyers.
�What happened?�
�It was a cock-up!�
There was general agreement with that statement. They made a tally of all they had seen, jointly.
�Three light cruisers and one destroyer sunk. Definitely. Damaged, at least six other destroyers and two cruisers, one of them a heavy of some sort. Our damage�� none sunk, Arethusa severely hit. Total dead, fewer than forty. Qualifies as a victory. Barman!�
The newspapers said the same.
Captain Smallwood gave the unofficial summation two days later.
�The German battlecruisers never appeared. Beatty sent three more to back up New Zealand and Invincible, so it�s a pity the Hun did not turn up. The submarines fired at six cruisers. Luckily, they missed, as the positions make it clear they targeted Arethusa and Fearless three times each. Cressy reported seeing torpedo tracks across her bows�� from whom is unknown�� it was almost us. The Germans lost more than a thousand men and their admiral, a bloke named Maas. A definite victory. The word is that the High Seas Fleet has now been ordered never to set sail without specific permission from Kaiser Bill himself. The effect is that we achieved the exact opposite of what we wanted�� instead of drawing the Germans out, we have made sure they will stay at home.�
�What does Admiral Keyes have to say, sir? His submarines did not quite cover themselves in glory.�
�The Admiral is not best pleased, it would seem. He is no longer convinced that the submarines should try to work in conjunction with surface craft.�
Two days later and the destroyers were back at sea in their half sections, hunting small craft along the Belgian coast.
Dacres sat back in their wardroom, drinking tepid tea.
�Reports say armed trawlers in some numbers. Escorting small coasters bringing munitions along the coast. Where to is unclear. The whole situation is a mess. The German army has reached the Belgian coast in several places and has taken some ports to its own use, as we know. There are Belgian enclaves as yet unconquered but it is almost a certainty they will be unable to hold out. We are to assist Belgian troops to evacuate, if we locate any. Primarily, we must not allow any German vessels to penetrate to the Channel.�
The conclusion that they were losing the war seemed obvious.
�The Germans are going to get destroyers and cruisers into Belgian ports soon, sir. Then we will be in trouble.�
�Agreed, Mr Sturton. Probably destroyers only�� too bit a risk for cruisers! Word is that the Dover Patrol is to be beefed up. Nothing bigger than a light cruiser, but a number of them. There is a plan to locate big guns on the white cliffs to prohibit the British half of the Channel, and others in France, if the Frogs will agree, to extend coverage to the whole. Old battleship twelve inchers will do the job. Plenty of them in the predreadnoughts and going spare. The Royal Naval Air Service is to be busy as well, though doing exactly what is unclear.�
�The German navy has been very slack, leaving the Channel unchallenged, sir.�
�The Kaiser�s personal policy, Sturton. He won�t risk his battleships at sea. They are the fleet in being�� a threat rather than a reality.�
�Don�t understand it myself, sir. Glad he�s a fool, anyway.�
�Mr Sturton! The Kaiser is Queen Victoria�s grandson. He may be an enemy, but he can�t be a fool�� that is official.�
�Blue blood can never be stupid, by order, sir.�
�Precisely. You should know�� it runs in your veins.�
�Only very thinly, sir.�
�No excuse, Mr Sturton. What do you propose to do about these trawlers?�
�Sink them, if we can locate them, sir?�
�Most of them will carry a four inch on the forecastle and a machine gun or two elsewhere. Some may have a pair of twelve pounders. Certain to be QF. The sole advantage we will have is speed. We cannot shoot accurately at high speed, and not at all from the forward gun.�
�Yes� Give me a couple of days to think about that, sir.�
They saw nothing in the dark of the moon, which was not surprising. There were no reports of attacks on troopships.
�Very little happening, in fact. Tyrwhitt is proposing that we go across to the Belgian coast and lay up there during the day, sneak northeast in the last of the daylight in the hope of finding convoys tight inshore. They know we work at night and may be sailing when we ain�t about.�
They went across to Dunkirk in the morning and tied up to the long pier.
�Fish market is busy, sir.�
Captain Smallwood shook his head.
�Selling fish, I expect, Sturton. Don�t like fish. They eat drowned sailors�� don�t seem right to eat them in return.�
�No fish, sir. What about crabs?�
�Equally bad for sailors�� you need to avoid them, Sturton.�
Simon was not sure he understood that comment, but it was obviously funny, judging from the grins of the ratings who had heard it.
�Aye aye, sir.�
If in doubt, give the stock reply.
�No to lobsters and mussels as well, Sturton, before you ask. Be content with English beef.�
�Don�t see any of that, sir. All the corned beef is Argentinian.�
�Nit-picking! Go and buy some bread�� the Frogs are good at that. But not their cheese�� soft and sticky, damned stuff! My parents used to feed it to me on holiday. Appalling!�
Simon obeyed orders, bending them just a little by purchasing cheese strictly for himself. He ate it happily before they sailed in the early evening.

Chapter Ten

�Heads down, lads.�
The survivors of the platoons ducked down behind the railway embankment, more than ten feet high, running behind the village and well above flood level, a spur line from the colliery to the main tracks, curving away to the west before turning north.
There was a series of explosions in the abandoned village as the German field guns searched out the soldiers they had seen run into cover there. Richard hoped they had not observed his people to come out of the back of the houses and crawl through the gardens and up and over the tracks into firing positions.
�What do they do next, Sergeant Grace?�
�They would have to try a battalion or more of infantry, sir, if they want us out of the village. They would have to come down the hill and then cross the canal, which won�t be easy, if they attack from the front. If it�s not on their line of march, they�ll likely not want to come this way and waste a day or more on mopping us up. More like they�ll send them Uhlans along to the next bridge and then bring them down from our right, sir, provided they don�t get stopped by the rest of the company. Going to our left, to the west, will take them away from their foot, sir, leave them exposed to rifle fire. Either cavalry or infantry face too big a risk of getting tied up and taking losses if they come at us. So, I reckon they�ll try to drive us out of the village with gunfire and leave us to withdraw, broken, without them having to go to any more bother.�
Richard hoped the experienced sergeant was right�� he had had enough of this particular action.
�That suggests Captain Platt might have difficulty in meeting up with us.�
�Very likely, sir. Dark soon, sir. Might be, he�ll pull back south and then keep south of the stream till it joins the canal header pond and then work his way towards us. Might not be here till midnight, sir, unless he can pick up a clear lane joining up to the towpath.�
�Best thing we can do is feed the men and get some sleep, Sergeant Grace. Can�t imagine the Germans will attack in the night, not with having to pick their way across the rubble of the bridge.�
Both men accepted that they could not pull back from the village; they must wait for Captain Platt to have a reasonable chance of joining up with them.
�What about the railway lines, Sergeant Grace? Should we leave them intact?�
�Didn�t ought to, sir. Might be we should blow up the pitheads as well, but I don�t know how to. Don�t think there�s enough black powder, anyway.�
�Don�t know how to sabotage a railway line��
Richard raised his head, called to the half-company.
�Were any of you railwaymen?�
Corporal Abbott answered that the railway companies had been exempted�� none of their men had been permitted to join the Territorials.
�Too important if there was a war, sir. They�d have to join the railway battalions if they wanted to do service.�
�Forget about destroying the tracks, Sergeant Grace.�
They settled down, half the men sleeping while the remainder cooked up a meal and kept watch.
�Spuds and bully, sir. There was potatoes in some of the back gardens, sir.�
It was filling, and new potatoes were tasty enough.
�Movement, sir. Along the towpath. Just in sight.�
�Sergeant Grace!�
The men were woken and dispersed to their arranged places along the perimeter of their bivouac.
Richard strained his eyes but could see nothing other than that there were men moving slowly through the night towards them.
�Make ready. Wait my command.�
The whisper passed from man to man. Richard hoped the order was not too much corrupted when it reached the end of the chain. He had played Chinese Whispers as a boy, knew the changes that could happen to a message hurriedly sent along a line.
The sentry called a little louder.
�They ain�t got them funny hats, sir.�
The men had been amused by the spiked helmets worn by the German troops.
�Have they got tin hats?�
British troops had not been issued protective headgear.
�No, sir. Don�t look like it.�
�Call the challenge.�
�Who goes there?�
There was a yell of �friend�, followed by Captain Platt giving his name.
�Come on in, sir. Stand down, Sergeant Grace.�
The remainder of the company walked in, tired and fourteen strong.
�Get a cookfire going, Sergeant Grace.�
The fires were down low, concealed fairly much in the scrub at the base of the embankment.
�Lost twenty-five men, all told. Ten of them walking wounded and going back, if they can walk faster than Fritz. A full division of Germans heading south on the road we came up�� horse, foot and guns. Lost contact with the rest of the battalion�� they fell back to the southeast, I think, those that survived. I saw prisoners taken, quite a few being marched away.�
�Leaves us on our own, sir.�
�Exactly. Head towards the coast. Southwest, as soon as we have rested the men. They must have some sleep. March out at four o�clock.�
�Yes, sir. Where to, sir?�
�Follow the railway line until we come to a road. Hard marching on the tracks. Sleepers are the wrong distance apart, especially in the dark.�
�The road through the village crosses about fifty yards from here, sir. Seems to be going more south than west, but it�s empty. We blew the bridge over the canal. They had black powder at the colliery head, sir.�
�Well done. We can use the road until we come to a crossroads. Get some food in and sleep, I think. Haven�t eaten all day.�
�Sergeant Grace!�
�Heating up the bully beef stew we had, sir. Was going to keep it for breakfast but they can eat it in a few minutes and I�ll get the boiling pots on again for the morning for all of us.�
�Pulling out for four o�clock.�
�Can be done, sir.�
Captain Platt was close to exhaustion.
�Lost my Sergeant Brewer and both corporals mid-afternoon. They set up a machine gun enfilading us down by the stream. Lucky to get anybody away. Fired off almost everything in the pouches, keeping them off our backs.�
�We are well off for rounds, sir.�
�I doubt my men have more than is in their rifles just now, Baker.�
�I issued one hundred and twenty to my half company, sir. We can share some of that.�
�Wise. I shall know better next time. Is that a plate of food I see?�
Captain Platt ate and belched and rubbed his stomach as indigestion pained him and almost fell down as the fatigue hit. He was asleep within the minute of being led to a blanket under the cover of a bramble bush.
They marched out before dawn, finding the road and turning south. Thirty minutes brought them to a crossroads, unsigned. The road west seemed to take a northerly angle in the near distance.
�South goes uphill, sir.�
�Right, Baker, up we go, find cover and wait for full daylight.�
The hilltop was lower than their battlefield and completely open, sandy and uncultivated. It gave a view of the immediate area, showing a countryside of low hills and shallow valleys, the watered areas divided into more of the small fields, hedged and ditched and difficult to traverse. They spotted detachments of cavalry in the narrow lanes to the east and battalions of infantry pressing south across the fields. The wider roads all had wagons and artillery in convoys, well separated from each other, under a rigorous discipline. None of the troops were heading west towards them.
�An Army Corps, at least, Baker. It might be the right wing of one of Schlieffen�s columns.�
Captain Platt outlined the Schlieffen Plan, known to the regulars, at least vaguely, but never explained to the Territorials, who had hardly needed an understanding of high strategy.
�Five, possibly six, heavy columns, pushing to surround Paris like the fingers of a clutching hand. This might well be the most westerly. Or it might not. There will be other troops coming up behind to occupy Belgian and French territory overrun by the columns. Cavalry spreading out in a scouting role, of course. We might, perhaps, be on the west of the advance. If we are, we can get away towards the coast and then southwest down towards the rest of the BEF.�
It did not seem sensible for an attenuated company, separated from its battalion, to consider any action other than a rapid retreat. They examined the countryside to the west and then the south.
�The lane we�re following shifts south-easterly, sir. It seems to cut across towards the main road.�
�It does, Baker, and we ain�t playing that game. What can we see towards the coast?�
The answer was �more hills�.
�Go down to the next little valley and follow the stream, sir? The water must be flowing towards the sea.�
�Don�t like the idea of being down low, Baker. This hill seems to be a bit of a ridge. We can see some distance from it. Follow it, I think. It curves a bit, north and south, but goes more or less to the southwest.�
�Exposed, sir. Open to the Uhlans, if they spot us.�
�They are heading south, mostly, Baker. We can risk it.�
They marched, following the line of hills, made two miles in the following hour before coming towards a larger valley where a river had cut through the ridge.
�Road, sir!�
They halted while the two officers looked down across a quarter of a mile of sandy slope, lightly covered in summer-browned rough grasses. The river ran next to a gravelled wagon road, big enough to be a busy link between largish towns in peacetime. There was a low hedge and shallow ditch beside the road, simple drainage to keep the surface passable in rain.
They turned south and saw the outskirts of an industrial town, coalmines and the distant shape of a blast furnace. There were more pitheads in the opposite direction.
�Dust up the road north, sir.�
There was no cover in the immediate area.
�South, at the double. Down the hillside a few yards, Sergeant Grace, out of sight of the road.�
The officers remained, kneeling low, expecting to be no more than brown blobs on the hilltop, a pair of low bushes, invisible to the casual eye.
�Need damned field glasses, Baker. Not issued and I have never bought my own.�
Richard said nothing, wondered if it was because he had not been able to afford them or had merely been too feckless to bother. He was finding less than wholehearted respect for his captain�� he was a man who would take the easiest way out of any situation, thinking from minute to minute, not planning ahead; he had no scheme for getting back to the BEF.
Captain Platt gave a running commentary on all he could see.
�Horse. A small troop of hussars of some sort. German, from the helmets. Carrying sabres and carbines in buckets. Light dragoons, more strictly. Thirty or so. One officer to the front. A man behind him with a guidon, very old-fashioned. That�s the little flag on a lance; sort of thing you might expect from provincial, backwoods units, not from frontline troops. Let them go past.�
They watched the cavalry go by at the walk, in no hurry to reach any specific destination. They were almost out of sight, half a mile to the south when Richard saw them beginning to deploy, to spread out into line abreast.
�What are they doing, sir?�
Platt watched, hand over his eyes, peering into the distance.
�Making ready to charge, Baker. They must have come across some of ours��
�Down to the road, sir, ready to stop them if they are driven back? We could hunker down in the ditch�� it will be dry.�
Captain Platt did not fancy being so aggressive, but the suggestion had been made and heard by the men. He had no choice than to acquiesce.
�At the double! Keep low.�
�I�ll take the left, sir.�
Richard did not wait for agreement, ran his men downhill and into the sparse cover.
�Pickford. If they come this way, the officer is yours. Then look for any man with stripes.�
�Got �em, sir.�
The men knelt, rifles at the ready. Richard remembered the boarding party drill that had been beaten into him as a midshipman.
�Except Pickford, number off, odds and evens. Pickford, fire at will. Remainder, wait my call. Rapid fire, ten rounds when I shout, evens first. Number off, now.�
The mutters came from the left.
�One.�
�Two.�
�Three��
Sergeant Grace nodded approvingly. Captain Platt looked puzzled.
�Charging, sir!�
Pickford was watching to the south, had eased himself into a prone position.
�A double line of riflemen, sir. Looks like a full company.�
The chatter of rapid fire reached them.
�Must be two out of three of the horses down, sir. Wiping �em out, sir. Ten of �em left, at the dead run back this way, sir.�
�Ready, men. I want the rest knocked down, every last one of them. Evens, ready.� Richard turned to Captain Platt. �Coming fast, sir.�
�Fire at will, Baker.�
Captain Platt was out of his depth, was only too happy to pass the responsibility across to Richard.
The horses were growing bigger, the ten survivors in no sort of order, getting out of the disaster behind them, looking over their shoulders.
�Evens, fire!�
The Lee Enfields barked and the ten fell, horses tumbling and screaming, men wailing, utterly destroyed.
�Got �em! Deal with those horses, Corporal Abbott.�
One dragoon heaved himself to his feet. He still had his sabre in his hand and waved it at Corporal Abbott.
�Pickford!�
There was a single shot and the survivor was snatched off his feet, spraying blood from his chest.
The men tidied up, killing the injured horses and ignoring the wounded men other than to relieve them of the contents of their pockets and saddlebags, and quickly made ready to march.
�Join with the company down the road, sir?�
�Yes� Yes, by all means. Quite right, Baker. Just what I was going to order. Well seen, young man. Company, form up. Sergeant Grace, down the road to the forces there.�
They marched, as smartly as they could manage, down the half mile to the waiting company.
�Who goes there?�
�D Company, Third Bedfordshires.�
�Christ! Is that all of you?�
�We may be all of the battalion, soldier.�
�Beg pardon, sir. Rearguard, Lancashire Fusiliers, sir. E Company.�
The company commander greeted them more formally.
�Captain Porteous, E Company. You look as if you have had a hard time of it, gentlemen. Tidied up those horsemen very neatly, I must say. Von Kluck will be a long time waiting for their scouting report! Best you should see the major�� we are falling back on the left companies who are holding in the town itself. Corporal, take these gentlemen to the major.�
They marched more than a mile, passing through the industrial outskirts of a grey, grimy steel town before coming to older cobbled roads and then into a mediaeval city centre, narrow two and three storey black and white houses, timbered and plastered frontages and steep tiled roofs. The road entered a two acre square, the focal point of the town, all of the streets converging. Any force passing through would have to come into the square or navigate back alleys in a tortuous circle. The half battalion was ripping up cobblestones and tramlines and using them to barricade the roads coming in from the north.
Richard looked around him, saw almost all of the premises closed, their shutters down; one or two opportunist bars and cafes were taking the coins of the English soldiers. Distant down the southerly streets he could see civilians in full flight.
There was a major stood on the steps of a medieval town hall, older than any building in Kettering other than the church.
Richard felt a little disturbed that the ancient town would almost certainly be destroyed in the next day or two of fighting. He was glad the war was not being fought on English soil�� it didn�t matter quite so much that foreigners were to suffer.
Captain Platt marched across, introducing himself.
�Major Higgins-Hall, gentlemen. Are you a whole company?�
�Two officers and thirty-nine men, sir. We were eighty strong, two days ago. We were pushed west, holding a copse and then a bridge and colliery village while the remainder of the battalion�� those that could�� got away to the southeast. We are very low on ammunition, sir.�
The Fusilier picked up the implication of the sacrificed rearguard, was much impressed.
�I can help you there. The battalion�s wagon train is parked up behind the square here. My corporal will take you to them.�
�Much appreciated, sir. That should be our first priority. Baker, take the men to the wagons, please.�
Richard saluted and nodded to Sergeant Grace.
The fusiliers had a line of a dozen wagons tucked away out of sight behind the town hall. The corporal found a quartermaster-sergeant and Richard asked for his ammunition.
�Need a docket, sir. Can�t issue to a different battalion except under signature, sir. Major to sign, sir.�
Richard stared at the ignorant, self-satisfied, plump little man, could see there was no gain to arguing.
�Corporal, would you go back to your major? If possible, ask him to come here in person.�
The corporal ran, nervous, something in Richard�s tone telling him that he was on edge, close to precipitate action. Major Higgins-Hall appeared in less than five minutes.
�Problems, Lieutenant?�
�Your QM refuses to issue, sir.�
The little sergeant smirked.
�Can�t give battalion supplies out to any old Tom, Dick or Harry, sir! Fusilier�s stores are for Fusiliers only, sir.�
�We are fighting a war, Sergeant Dickson. If you have not made the issue within five minutes, I will see you broken to private and placed in the ranks of a rifle company�� not that they will want you! Move, man!�
The quarter-master sergeant shouted at one of his corporals to disburse sixty rounds per man to the Bedfordshires.
�Beg pardon, sir. I made a double issue yesterday.� Richard smiled apologetically. �Most of them have fired off more than one hundred rounds in barely twenty-four hours. The Germans are coming shoulder to shoulder by the brigade, backed by machine guns.�
�One hundred and twenty rounds per man, Dickson. Then make ready for the same issue to our people. The first company will be here within fifteen minutes.�
Dickson answered unthinkingly, automatically uncooperative when it came to issuing supplies.
�Can�t permit that, sir. It�s not regulation, sir!�
�Private Dickson, strip those badges of rank from your tunic. Now! At the double to the front of the town hall and inform Sergeant Heckmondwyke in B Company that you have come to join his ranks. Take your rifle with you.�
�Haven�t got a rifle, sir. QM sergeants carry a side arm, sir.�
�Issue yourself a rifle, pouches, one hundred and twenty rounds and a cleaning kit. Report to me one hour from now and display a rifle stripped of factory grease and in perfect firing condition. Double, Private Dickson!�
The ex-sergeant ran and Major Higgins-Hall turned smiling to Richard.
�Bloody quartermasters! I have wanted an excuse to break that man since first I saw his scowling, pinch-mouthed face across a stores counter. Active service allows for initiative, I believe, particularly when we shall be in action very soon by the look of things. I see you are carrying a rifle, Lieutenant, but have no pouches.�
The major turned to the private soldiers who were hurriedly counting out ammunition.
�Pouches for this officer and a webbing belt to carry them!�
The flunkies ran.
�Late morning. Have you eaten?�
�Plate of stew at four o�clock, sir.�
�Braver man than me, to face army stew at that time of night. I�ll warn the cooks to knock up a meal for your men. We officers ate in the cafe across the square last night and this morning. I�ll send my runner across to them, get you an omelette or something like. Your captain is writing out a report to send back to Division, if we can locate it. No hope of discovering your Brigade from all I can gather.�
�Don�t know that we had one, sir. We reached Calais and were ordered to march and off we went, east, north, south then east again! The colonel might know who he reports to, but the news never reached me, sir.�
�Bloody shambles! At least our battalion knows who is where behind us. Brigade is trying to set up a line near Ypres and we are supposed to be slowing any advance upon them to give a week or more to dig in and establish communications. I�m in command of the battalion, by the way�� colonel and senior major are both damned near sixty and collapsed sick on the first day�s march.�
Richard ate a luncheon and felt better for it. Eggs and chips followed by bread and cheese accompanied by strong coffee made him far more human. Captain Platt watched him scoff and shuddered�� his belly was playing him up, full of acid and unwelcoming to the very thought of food.
�We are to hold the barricade to the west of the square, Baker. We wait here until we receive orders from Division�� no sense wandering around half of Belgium trying to find the battalion. I have volunteered us to assist the Fusiliers while we remain.�
It had not occurred to Richard that they would not march south, but the decision was not his. He supposed that Platt was glad to have any senior officer to give him orders.
�Yes, sir. Split the men into two equal platoons, sir? Abbott and Ekins to have half each and work watches, Navy fashion?�
�Hadn�t thought�� yes, that will work well.�
�I�ll give Sergeant Grace the order, sir. He will know which men to keep together and who it might be best to split up.�
�Make it so, Baker.�
�Yes, sir. Where can the men rest, sir?�
�They seem to be using the town hall, the Fusiliers, that is. Might be best to have our own billet, separate. Avoid any trouble. I�ll speak to the Major.�
Platt came back with permission to use any building convenient to the barricade.
�I�ll deal with it, sir.�
Richard marched across the square with Sergeant Grace. They glanced along the half a dozen shuttered storefronts, all with blinds down and iron grilles across the doors.
�Gentleman�s outfitters, sir�� that will do. Likely be overcoats and such can be laid down for bedding. Keep the men comfortable. Corporal Abbott!�
Abbott produced two bronze pinchbars from his pack and ripped off the hinges of the grille across the front doors and then forced the door open.
�They come from the mine, don�t they, Abbott?�
�Yes, sir. Thought they might be handy. Never know when you might need to open a door, sir. Especial when you�re on the move, like, sir.�
�Where did you work, Abbott?�
�In the boot and shoe, sir. A laster, I was, what needs a bit of muscle to pull the leather onto the last. Did a bit of messing about on the building in me spare time and when the boot and shoe trade was slack.�
Richard thought he was very practised at breaking into buildings�� but that really was no business of his.
The shop was large enough for twenty men to sleep on the floor and had racks of outdoor coats, as Sergeant Grace had predicted.
�Good English woollens, sir. Nice and warm and comfortable when you ain�t got a mattress. Corporal Ekins on the barricade first, sir. Corporal Abbott can have a bit of a look about, sir.�
Richard had no option but to agree�� lieutenants did not argue with experienced sergeants, and Grace had not led him astray yet. He was almost sure that Abbott would be bringing burglarious skills into play and decided that the less he knew the better.
�I�ll go out to the barricade, Sergeant Grace.�
�Yes, sir. The men will be working on it, making it a bit more suited for the purpose, as you might say, sir.�
The barricade was no more than five feet high, a heap of roadstone with the light rails of the tram line threaded through and anchoring into the buildings at either side. It was sufficient to block cavalry and provided a firing point that would make any frontal assault expensive for infantry.
�Good against a machine gun, but artillery would soon bring it down, I think, Corporal Ekins.�
�Have to hit square on, sir, except it was big guns. I don�t think them little field guns we saw yesterday would do a lot to it, sir.�
�You may well be right, Ekins. What are you doing at the moment?�
�Poking a hole in the brick wall upstairs of the caf� to the side, sir. Set Pickford up a bit higher and with a clear view down the road, where he can do what he�s good at.�
�Company sniper. Ought to make him up to lance-corporal at least for the work he�s done.�
�Yes, sir. Funny sort of bloke. He don�t say much but you can see he likes the job. Must have killed two dozen and more this last couple of days, each one aimed at careful like. Not for me, sir.�
�No. Nor me, when you put it like that. Useful, though.�
�Done us some favours with the sergeants and officers he�s put out of the way, no question of that. Don�t have to like it, sir, even if it�s useful.�
�You�re right. Keep an eye on the men�� there might be wine left behind in the caf�.�
�They won�t drink too much, sir. Half a bottle won�t do them no harm but I won�t let them go harder than that, sir.�
�Good. What�s that Grindley and Miller are doing?�
The pair had a length of brightly striped canvas between them.
�Sticking up a cover against rain, sir. One of them shop awnings stuck up on some iron poles they got hold of. Got a brazier and coal as well. Sentries got to stay out in the rain and get cold�� not so warm at night even in August, sir. They can dry off again after, sir.�
�Sensible. It don�t look like rain at the moment, but you never know.�
�It�s foreign, ain�t it, sir. Weather can be different here.�
With his naval experience, Richard did not think Belgium was so very far foreign, but to most Kettering men even Northampton was far away and visited perhaps once in five years as a treat.
�Make sure the men clean their rifles, Ekins. They�ve fired a lot of rounds through those barrels.�
�As soon as they�re off the barricade, sir. First thing.�
The five right companies of the Fusiliers were pushed in during the following afternoon, one on each of the northerly roads that met at the square. They reported strong forces advancing slowly behind them, all infantry.
Captain Platt, who had not slept well for the pains in his belly and had spent the morning fretting, called Richard over to hear Major Higgins-Hall�s appreciation of the situation, given to his own officers.
�We know that there is a major body of Germans to our east. A full corps, presumably one of the columns denominated by the Schlieffen Plan. It seems reasonable that the troops to our front are the second line, mopping up and holding behind the columns. Cavalry out and scouting; artillery with the columns; infantry in smaller numbers and spread out across the countryside. Might be a battalion coming down each of these roads, but not likely to be a brigade. We can hold them for a day or two, until they have to call for artillery. Their riflemen are not as well-trained as ours�� they rely on the machine gun for firepower. Not so easy to carry machine guns with you when coming up a narrow road to attack a strong barricade.�
There was a mutter of agreement. In this case, the barricades had the advantage.
�One company holding each of the five barricades. The right companies to stay back in reserve against call. Get the men into cover and rest them, gentlemen. Feed them. Be sure that you have a double issue of rounds. Check all water bottles are filled, with water only! A can of bully beef and a packet of navy biscuit to each man�s knapsack, in case of need.�
A young second lieutenant, a bright-seeming, fresh-faced twenty year old, very new judging by his clean and precise uniform, raised a hand.
�If we fall back, sir, what rendezvous point?�
�None given, Mr Sturton�� I�m not entirely sure where we are. We will keep together and head for the coast, westerly if possible, if we are forced out. If not, as far south as needs be. I have sent a pair of runners back to find Brigade, or failing that, Division. We should be able to get into the slag heaps and steelworks on the southern outskirts and hold there if we are driven out of the town centre. Good cover there. I expect the sole limitation on us to be ammunition supply. I have ordered the quartermasters to send their wagons back individually as soon as they are emptied and to return full at soonest. No guarantee that they will be able to find resupply for us this side of Calais, and they may have problems getting the release of extras. You know what stores people are like!�
They did, scowling.
�It�s all very vague, gentlemen�� because we don�t know what�s happening or where the Belgian and French armies are, or the location of the BEF. All we can practically do is fight while we can and run when we must. Tell the men that everything is in hand and that reinforcements are on the way�� you might not be lying. One moment, Mr Sturton, I have a job for you.�
Mr Sturton, untrained and more or less supernumerary, was given to the Bedfordshires as liaison, to keep quick contact between them and the Fusiliers.
Richard returned to the barricade to discover Sergeant Grace and three men busily tying formal white dress shirts to the backs of tall wooden chairs.
�Got �em from the outfitters, sir. Putting them out down the road, sir. Pace off one hundred yards and put a chair on either pavement where we can see �em. Put another two out at two hundred. Give the men a mark for setting their sights. Should be able to pick �em out in moonlight, sir.�
�That�s a good trick, Sergeant Grace! Where did you learn that one?�
�India, sir. In the Shiny, ten years back; before we was sent across to Burma we was up on the Frontier, sir, in the passes. Always scrapping with the wogs there, sir. Had little forts up in the hills and we put out range markers all the way round them. They never did work out how come our rifles was more accurate than theirs, sir.�
�Good experience, Sergeant Grace. We are lucky to have you with us.�
Sergeant Grace evidently thought the same.
Sturton was also impressed. He had attached himself to Richard, being much the same age and wanting a friendly face to talk with.
�Only been in for less than four weeks, old chap. Don�t know too much about the military but me father pulled the strings so I wouldn�t miss out on the fun. My younger brother is Guards, joined last year. Don�t know where he is just now. I hope he�s not facing the same problems as we are�� but it must be just a local thing, you know�� we can�t be pushed back anywhere else. All the Germans must be here, can�t be any to prevent the march on Berlin by the rest of the BEF!�
Richard was less convinced, chose not to argue.
�Unusual name, Sturton. I sailed with a Sturton on St Vincent before I had to leave the sea. Found that I would never make a sailorman!�
�That�s bad luck, old chap. Still you�re here now. Not missing out on the fun. Don�t know any other Sturtons, except for the black sheep of the family, the uncle who ran off to the colonies twenty-odd years ago. Eloped, so they say. I suppose he might have come back with a son� Might be. I�ll ask the Pater when I next see him. Father�s the heir to Viscount Perceval. I�m next in line after him, but he�s got years in him yet, or so I hope. Quite like the old chap, in fact; wouldn�t want to see him dead even if it did give me the title that much sooner.�
There was a burst of fire from the most easterly of the barricades.
�Sounds like we are in business, Sturton. Sergeant, watch out for Germans trying to find a way round them.�
�Yes, sir.�
The outbreak died down, was followed by individual shots, presumably aimed fire. A minute and a machine gun began its chatter.
�While they�re firing that down the road, they can�t be sending solders in, sir. They�ll have to stop firing, unless they can get the thing up onto rooftops, maybe.�
�If they get up high then we shall be in trouble here, Sergeant.�
�We�ll need to pull back if they get a lodgement in the roofs, sir�� but they�re steep and they won�t be easily climbed. No use their trying to fire from upstairs windows, because they face across the road and they�d have to hang out to aim, sir.�
�Add to that, if they try, we can set fire to the shops underneath them. Shouldn�t be impossible to arrange.�
�The Belgians might not like that, sir, burning their town down.�
Richard made a play of looking about him.
�Can�t see any Belgians hereabouts, Sergeant Grace.�
��What the eye don�t see, the heart don�t grieve about�, my old Ma was used to say, sir.�
�Well put, Sergeant. More importantly�� what they don�t see, they can�t blame us for. Must be them nasty invading Germans what did it, Mr Frog.�
�So it was, sir. For sure!�
�Only if necessary, Sergeant Grace. If I�m not here to give the order, I�m telling you now to do it.�
The machine gun stopped.
�Coming again, I reckon, sir.�
They listened to a whole company loosing rapid fire.
�Twenty aimed rounds a minute from each man, sir, down a narrowish street without much by way of cover. I wouldn�t want to be the battalion advancing into that, sir.�
The rifle fire ceased and after a few seconds, the machine gun fired again.
�They didn�t make it that time, sir.�
�They won�t until we run out of ammunition.�
Over the remaining hours of daylight parties of Germans appeared in each of the northward streets and were driven back by the rifles.
�Will they try in the dark, do you think, Sergeant?�
�Depends, sir. If they are top-notch well-trained infantry, they might. But, from what I hear, sir, the Germans make every man do service when he�s nineteen or twenty and then send them back to work again. Then they call them up when a war starts, give a week or two of reminder, you might say, and march them off to the front. You don�t train up marksmen that way�� not like our army where the soldiers might have ten or twenty years behind them. Add to that, those men can obey orders, but they don�t know enough to be let out on their own. Six months from now, then I�d take them out at night, but not two or three weeks after they�ve been called up.�
�Makes sense, Sergeant Grace. Split the night into two watches, Abbott�s platoon till midnight; Ekins till four o�clock stand to. The platoon on duty to keep four sentries awake at any one time, rotating them an hour apiece, more or less. With luck, all of the men will get six hours of sleep. Be sure that you get some sleep, Sergeant.�
�Cooks will have to be awake earlier, sir. I�ll arrange that. I got two hours of kip this afternoon, sir.�
�Very good. Will you send a pair of men down the road south, first thing in the morning? Might make sense to know what�s behind us, how far to go to the next sensible stopping place when we have to pull back.�
�Will do, sir. One battalion ain�t holding a whole town for too long, sir. Going to be fight and retreat until we get a lot of support, sir. Be lucky to hold for three or four days, sir.�
Sturton listened silently, learning how to speak to a sergeant and how to sound like an officer. He would model himself on Baker, he decided�� he sounded exactly what an officer should be.

Chapter Eleven

Captain Smallwood came to the wardroom curtain, knocked on the bulkhead to announce his presence and beg permission to enter. He had a message flimsy in his hand.
�From onshore. Port Captain received it on his wireless. Delays the ship�s activities for twenty-four hours, and alters yours markedly, gentlemen.�
They were not surprised�� orders changed frequently. Simon stood and offered his chair, there being no other space at their tiny table.
�Thank�ee, Mr Sturton. Aboukir�s senior lieutenant has gone sick, Mr Dacres. Carted off to the infirmary in Harwich, there to stay for a week or two, at least; heart problems, apparently, complicated by too much gin, from the little I saw of the man. Her captain and commander are both old and cannot take the extra burden between them, and her other lieutenants are variously ancient dugouts, failures dumped off better ships or reservists. Some of them have seniority, so you are going up to acting lieutenant-commander for the duration of your posting, which should be only a few weeks, with immediate effect. Report aboard Aboukir in Harwich ten minutes ago.�
�Aye aye, sir. Thank you for your confidence in me.�
Obviously the flotilla had been ordered to provide a body and Smallwood had chosen Dacres as the best for the demanding job. It was a compliment and the temporary promotion would show well on his record. He could reasonably hope to become lieutenant-in-command of an old destroyer rather than return to Sheldrake when his purgatory on Aboukir came to an end.
�No more than two months, according to the buzz, Dacres. The Live Bait Squadron is to be returned to reserve. The word is that they may be sent out to the colonies to act as guardships in undefended harbours, anchored up as floating batteries with small crews and a commander at most as captain. The Admiralty has noticed that they are useless at sea, thanks to loud protests from the brass at base.�
Dacres nodded thoughtfully.
�I worried for a moment that they might be left on station all winter, sir. They are good sea boats, if nothing else, and could remain at sea when the destroyers and light cruisers had to come in.�
�Hopefully not, Dacres. Good luck�� not that you should need it�� and I hope to see you next driving your own command.�
Two months in a massive and ancient and utterly valueless relic of Victorian thinking was not too high a price for accelerated promotion, Simon mused.
�Mr Sturton�� smile, for your lucky day has come!�
�It has, sir?�
Simon knew he should be far too green in the rank to step up to premier even of the smallest destroyer�� such things did not happen in a properly-regulated Navy. On the other hand, it was wartime and peculiar things seemed to be occurring rather frequently just of late.
�You are to be first lieutenant, vice Mr Dacres. Mr Parrett is to become sublieutenant. Mr Harker will take over direct control of all guns, Mr Parrett to understudy. We shall not be taking a new mid aboard because we haven�t got one spare at Harwich; one may turn up eventually. This is an early step for you, Mr Sturton, but Sheldrake is a small ship and you know her well and you have shown more than ordinary competence in the better part of a year you have been aboard. I have messaged the Commodore and he has agreed that you are one of the bright up-and-coming young men in destroyers and must be given your chance. A year and you may look to have your own boat�� less than that if the new very small coastal craft actually appear.�
There had been discussion of small torpedo launches and gunboats�� very fast, shallow and capable of entering harbours to attack moored warships and freighters. Opinion was that these would be young men�s commands, the foundations of sparkling careers or early graves.
�Thank you, sir. Mr Dacres has shown me the first lieutenant�s job, sir. I can do it in Sheldrake, I am sure, sir. I must say that I would not be too happy to take on anything larger just yet.�
�You will not, Mr Sturton. It�s the boats for you until you are promoted out of them. No place for a commander in destroyers�� but that won�t be for a few years yet.�
In peacetime, a lieutenant had to have seven years in the rank before even being considered for lieutenant-commander and generally three at least before the next step. Ten years to commander said a man was one of the bright stars, a comet indeed.
War accelerated matters, to what extent was unknown as it was only six weeks old and there was time for change.
�Very good, sir.�
�We are to return to Harwich overnight and leave Mr Dacres shoreside there. A nice simple first task. Ready ship to leave harbour, Number One.�
Simon ran, took charge of the ordinary, everyday tasks for the first time, knowing exactly what to do, but never having had to give the orders and take the responsibility before. Sheldrake had been working out of Dunkirk for two weeks and he knew the harbour adequately.
Captain Smallwood remained in his cabin and merely told Simon to take her out when he reported ready to sail.
The coxswain was at the wheel, as was not abnormal when the ship was entering or leaving harbour - but was not entirely to be expected on a bright, calm late summer�s day of perfect visibility and no prospect of action. Simon grinned, conscious that the word had spread and that the crew was watching him, not expecting a cock-up, perhaps, but hopeful for a bit of fun. He resolved to disappoint them, gave the familiar sequence of commands and conned Sheldrake out, neither faster nor slower than was normal and with no fuss at all.
�Course for Harwich, coxswain.�
That order had been given several times over the past weeks and the coxswain knew what to set for the first leg avoiding the coastal minefields.
�Sir. Two hundred and ninety degrees, sir.�
Simon bent to the engineroom voicepipe.
�Revolutions for fifteen knots, Chief.�
He had calculated that fifteen knots would bring them into Harwich with the dawn, a convenient time to set Mr Dacres ashore and aboard his new ship. He would not be popular if he turned up in the middle of the night under orders to join immediately, waking up the captain and commander to greet him.
It was Parrett�s watch and he handed over to him.
�Course two ninety; fifteen knots. Next leg is due in seventeen minutes. Fishing boats visible northwest. No other traffic, Sub.�
�Aye aye, sir. I have the watch.�
Simon reported all to be well to the captain and then sat back in the wardroom, pleased with himself.
�All nice and tidy, Sturton.�
The absence of title made it clear that Dacres was a passenger.
�Nothing to do for five minutes�� time for a mug of tea. Then it�s check the blackout and inspect the forecastle, just to ensure it�s clear for sea. Not necessary, but expected of the First, it seems.�
�Very much so, Sturton. The senior petty officer, the Buffer, will have everything in hand but wants his officers to show their faces and notice his efforts.�
Tea arrived by hand of the wardroom steward.
�Thank�ee, Griggs.�
They were silent for a while, Simon engaged in running through all he must do in the next few hours before he took his watch.
�Never done, Sturton�� from now on, you will always have in the back of your mind the worry that you might have forgotten something. The pleasures of the job!�
�True. I don�t envy you on Aboukir, Dacres. First Lieutenant but with a Commander senior to you and acting as Premier. Sounds like all of the work and none of the glory.�
�Depends on the Commander. If he is hard-working and willing, he will take all of the disciplinary responsibility for the hands and leave the senior lieutenant with the seamanship. That�s how it should be. If�� as it sounds like�� the Commander is old and past it and wants a soft berth until he draws his half-pay, then the job is impossible. Seven hundred crew are too much for one man with keeping the ship ready for sea as well. Only for two months, though and anyone can survive eight weeks. At least, I won�t have responsibility for the guns.�
�Nine point twos, are they not?�
�A pair, singly mounted, fore and aft. Six inch on the broadside in sponsons, in pairs, upper and main deck�� a dozen of them and the same of twelve pounders and a pair of three pounders and two eighteen inch torpedo tubes. A real dog�s breakfast! Never fire the main deck six inch guns with a sea running. Not that there will be any need to�� she�s slow, so no chance of an action against other cruisers and the battleships are all staying at home. She�s so damned big that anything smaller will see her first and be gone. No�� not a chance of business aboard Aboukir. Unlike you! Could be a bit of fun on the coast if the Hun is still advancing and there�s a need to pull troops out of Ostend and the other little harbours. Aboukir is big, ideal as a troop carrier, take a full battalion easily.�
Belgium was generally agreed to be in a mess. There was no agreement about anything else, as far as Simon knew.
�Do we actually know where the armies are, Dacres?�
�No, but neither do they! The main attention is on the Schlieffen Plan, the columns closing in on Paris. If the Hun take Paris, then the war is over, it will be instant armistice and negotiations. Should they be stopped, then the sideshows become significant. For the while, it seems as if there are only second-rate German troops tidying-up in Belgium, and they are spread all over the show. Some have reached the coast and others are stuck well inland. The Belgians are holding in some locations, running like hell in others. The BEF has some of its battalions in western Belgium, all of them apparently falling back rather rapidly. The Navy has the staff of a Brigade somewhere in or close to Antwerp making ready for more troops who are expected to join them. Apparently, there is a regiment of armoured cars�� of all things�� playing silly buggers with the Uhlans as well. The industrial areas of Flanders are in a complete shambles with troops from France, Belgium and Britain uncertain of each other�s location and fighting the Hun where they find him. You are likely to have fun either pulling our people out or dropping more in�� quite possibly both, simultaneously. Was I you, Sturton, I would be boning up on the coastal charts from Dunkirk to the Dutch border�� you�re likely to be playing games around the mud banks for the coming month or two.�
Sheldrake remained in Harwich long enough to drop Dacres and his baggage at quayside. Simon then had the pleasure of taking her back to Dunkirk at twenty-five knots.
Captain Smallwood explained the hurry.
�We want to get to the oiling berth in daylight, Sturton, then we take the section along the coast to hunt in the darkness and scout the coast at dawn. The latest word is that the Hun is using slow convoys from the north to drop men and materiel south of Ostend with the intent of cutting off Antwerp.�
�Slow convoys, sir?�
�Their Army wanted fast cruisers for the job, possibly escorting Baltic ferries pulled off their runs to bring the soldiers down from Kiel and Emden. The ferries are as fast as most cruisers. However, Kaiser Bill will not permit his pretty cruisers to venture into hostile waters and so the ferries are not allowed out either. They might be needed in the Baltic, as well. The Russians certainly advanced far into East Prussia; there is word coming through of a massive battle in the last couple of weeks with indications that the Russians have been well thrashed. First reports were that the Tsar�s great army was marching on Berlin under the ever-victorious General Samsonov; I heard just now that Samsonov has shot himself�� which generals don�t normally do when they�re winning. Either way, the German Navy must be busy along the Baltic coast, probably using all of their destroyers and light cruisers to shepherd a battle fleet. The result is, the Admiralty believes, that the Army is forced to use coasters and armed trawlers, coal-fired, of course, and slow. They can come down and offload in the dark hours, but they are still off the coast when dawn comes.�
�At which point we shall show our hostile faces, sir.�
�Exactly. We shall celebrate the onset of autumn by bashing a number of Huns most enthusiastically. If at all possible, we shall take the little ships by boarding and run them back to Harwich at our heels. There is much to be said for a gaggle of prizes�� they provide pretty pictures for the newspapers.�
�We are likely to be close to Dutch waters, are we not, sir?�
�Of a certainty. Tight navigation will be essential. The Dutch are neutral, as you know, but they are also undecided on whose side they might be. Neutrality does not necessarily mean absolute even-handedness, you see, Sturton. Holland is a trading nation and will wish its vessels to be safe in the waters of the North Sea and the Atlantic, which suggests they might well bow towards us�� but not if we arrogantly infringe their rights as neutrals. We must not venture inside their waters, even if the Germans do. We must in fact make a show of halting at the three mile limit, shaking our heads at the naughty Huns.�
�The Dutch navy is small, is it not, sir?�
�Coast defence, purely. They have been thinking about battleships but haven�t got any�� the same for modern cruisers. They do have destroyers, torpedo boats and submarines sufficient to be an irritation. Best to avoid any action that will offend them, particularly as they have a moderately effective army with a deal of colonial experience. The Admiralty will not love us if we create an incident with the Dutch.�
Another worry for a first lieutenant�� he must always make sure that the ship�s position is known to the cable when close to the coast and now he must know precisely where the frontier lays. Fortunately, the Dutch would not have removed their buoys and lightships, being at peace.
Simon had a quiet word with Sublieutenant Parrett, driving home the absolute need for precise navigation when close to Holland. If the Sub made a mistake, it could not be his fault entirely, being so junior, and neither could the captain be wholly to blame; that left the first lieutenant neatly in the middle.
They took on their oil, swearing at the filth inevitably left on their decks. There were always drips and splashes as the hoses were disconnected and it was never possible to put down enough sacking and sand in the right places, which led to an hour at least of cleaning afterwards.
It was nothing compared to the mess left by coal but oil was particularly sticky and irritating. The men far preferred oil�� coal was shifted in one hundred and forty pound sacks which was good enough argument in itself�� but it stank and tainted food for the rest of the day.
�Count your blessings, Mr Sturton. At least the officers do not have to set an example when oiling.�
That was true, Simon accepted. In coal burners the officers always turned to with the men, running faster and showing that anything the hands could do they could do better. The labour was killing, occasionally literally for older men with unsuspected heart conditions.
�In all aspects ready to proceed, sir.�
�Very formal, Mr Sturton. Correct, too. Better by far to be too formal than ever to be slack. I will take her out on this occasion. Yeoman, signal the half flotilla to follow father.�
The Yeoman made the correct signal, �flotilla to follow in line astern�. He did not approve of officers� humour.
�Acknowledged, sir.�
�Taking us four miles out, Mr Sturton. Gives a better chance of seeing lights along the coast and avoids small boats out crabbing and shrimping on the banks.�
That was sensible, Simon thought, noting the existence of inshore fishermen for future reference. If he might have a coastal launch or gunboat of his own one day, he must know such things.
�Checking the guns, sir.�
He left the little bridge and walked the few paces forward to the four inch, spoke to the gunlayer and then down to the twelve pounders and to the after four inch. On his way back he stopped by the tubes and the Commissioned Gunner, Mr Harker.
�Too small for torpedoes, we must expect, Mr Harker.�
�Almost certainly, sir. You never know, though�� they might let a cruiser out, sir.�
�Always possible. We can but hope. A pair of mouldies will do a lot of good in the right place then.�
�Provided they run straight, yes, sir.�
�True enough, Mr Harker!�
Simon returned to the bridge. He was off watch and could have sat back in the wardroom but it was desirable for a First Lieutenant to know what was going on at all times, and if there was the least chance of action he should be at the captain�s side.
�Don�t forget to sleep sometimes as well, Mr Sturton. Get a couple of hours now�� we won�t be doing anything this side of midnight.�
Simon retired, took off shoes and jacket and rolled into his bunk. Undressing for sleep was restricted to harbour.
Two hours sleep was insufficient but would keep him going for another twelve at least; he returned to the darkened bridge a little more alert than he had left. Something out of the ordinary caught his attention, a feeling that something was wrong, and made him look about until he spotted it.
�Robin showing a light, sir.�
The destroyers were blacked out.
�What? Where?�
Captain Smallwood turned and spotted the faint offending glow instantly.
�Wardroom scuttle not fully covered. Yeoman! Make to Robin, �Why are you lit up like Piccadilly Circus?��
A minute while they tried to find the source of the offence and the light disappeared. A signal lamp flickered rapid Morse.
��Have flogged midshipman�, sir.�
�Make, �Hang him next time.��
�Acknowledged, sir.�
Simon smiled, briefly.
�There�s a young fellow can forget about his next shore leave, sir.�
�Robin�s CO recommended his mid for promotion only last week. He can forget about that as well. Six more months before that one makes sublieutenant.�
�Quite right, too. No place for carelessness in the wardroom, sir.�
An uncovered light could disclose the ship to a waiting enemy; it was intolerable.
Navigating by dead reckoning at night only four miles offshore was a hair-raising pastime. The Belgian coast had been surveyed repeatedly for centuries, was one of the best-known of the world�s sea areas, but currents could vary by a knot or two effectively at random following heavy rain inland and increased flow in the rivers, and sand and mud banks crept continuously and not entirely predictably. Three fathoms of water could become two overnight and running aground was not impossible in broad daylight�� but was inexcusable in any naval ship.
A destroyer�s bridge was tiny and had no dedicated chartroom; it was open to the weather so charts could not be held in the hand. The officer of the watch had to work by intelligent guesswork. They could not afford the noise of a leadsman in the bows, shouting depths to them; sound carried far over water in the quiet of the night.
�We are in five fathom water, Number One, and coming up on Ostend. Continue this course at four knots, paralleling the shore. I will get my head down until an hour before dawn. Wake me then if I�m not moving.�
Simon stood and concentrated on the feel of the ship, hoping that he might notice a change in movement if they found shallower water.
The lookouts changed every thirty minutes�� staring into darkness was hard on the eyes and worse on the brain. Even the best, most experienced men could start to see things in the night.
�Kye, sir?�
�Please.�
The hot cocoa was welcome in the small hours, thick with condensed milk and sugar and providing energy to burn.
�Shellfire inland, sir.�
The lookout pointed at the sudden burst of fire, well distant.
�Big shells, sir.�
�Night attack on Antwerp, on the fortifications there. Watch your sector, now.�
If Antwerp fell then they could expect to discover retreating soldiers hoping to be picked up from the beaches and fishing villages, but not for a few hours.
�Shoals, sir, white water, at three cables, starboard bow.�
�Mouth of the Scheldt. Call the captain.�
�No need, Number One. I am here.�
The shadowy figure stepped forward and demanded something hot to wake him up.
�Flare up of shellfire towards Antwerp about an hour ago, sir.�
�Night assault on some part of the lines there. Reports are none too hopeful, it would seem.�
�Falling back on the coast, sir, for evacuation?�
�No. Plan is for the Belgians to hold part of the country rather than surrender it all. They will drop back to a coastal sector right down on the French border, or so it is hoped. British forces will fall back as and where feasible. There is a strong possibility they will head for the Dutch border and internment rather than surrender.�
�Bit of a mess, sir.�
�To put it mildly!�
�Thirty minutes to Morning Nautical Twilight, sir.�
�We�ll see if we have any trade then, Number One.�
The port lookout called out.
�Twenty degrees on the port bow, at four cables, sir� looks like ships, black against the sea.�
They stared, uncertain.
Three voices called as one as a ship�s bows raised a tiny white splash.
�Yeoman, shaded hand torch at the stern, signal Robin, �Ships at four cables, port bow. Repeat Curlew and Blackbird.��
The Yeoman of the Signals ran.
�Guns, ready to port.�
Parrett scurried off to the forward four inch. Simon ran to the after gun, warning the twelve pounder as he passed.
The minutes passed and the lookouts called three small ships in line on a northerly course.
�Ready all guns. Bridge lookouts to the Lewises. Yeoman, make the challenge.�
The light flashed, �What ship?�
A searchlight flared from the mast of a destroyer, not a Navy ship; none had searchlights in that location.
�Shoot! Lewises, darken that searchlight.�
The four inch guns fired and reloaded, far more slowly than the quick firing twelve pounder with its fixed ammunition. The machine guns rattled, the ratings trying to find the searchlight and smash it. The three other destroyers in the half section joined in, a dozen shells falling on and around the presumed enemy.
Guns responded from the destroyer and then from the ships to its stern.
The after four inch gunlayer yelled on his third round.
�Hit, sir! Bridge area.�
The destroyer fell silent, fires rising amidships.
�Change target to next astern.�
The four inch registered an immediate hit on the next ship, the range having fallen to six hundred yards, three cables, effectively point blank, requiring no aiming off.
Two more rounds and the cease fire was called.
A few minutes and daylight showed the destroyer heeling, sinking, two boats at its side. Behind it was an armed trawler and a small coaster with a single gun to the bows. The trawler was down by the head, certain to sink. The coaster had damage above the waterline but might be salvable.
Simon returned to the bridge.
�Destroyer is German, sir. Ensign showing.�
�That�s a relief. Bloody night actions! Knew it wasn�t one of ours but it could well have been a Frog, although there are supposed to be none in these waters. Robin to close convoy and take the coaster and pick up survivors, Yeoman.�
�The word was no German destroyers on this coast, sir.�
�So we were told, and where there is one, there may well be more. The boats work in flotillas, where possible. They might well have taken another harbour along the coast here, which is a damned nuisance, if so. The fog of war, Sturton! Which translates as our masters don�t know their arses from their elbows, yet again.�
�I wonder what they were doing, sir.�
�Our masters? They won�t know�� they never do.�
�I was thinking of the Huns, sir. Too small a convoy for troops, surely.�
�Wouldn�t get half a battalion aboard that one small ship. You�re right, Number One. Yeoman, signal Robin to board the coaster and trawler and investigate their nature.�
Ten minutes of waiting, increasingly impatiently, and Robin signalled.
�Coaster set up for minelaying. Chart recovered from trawler suggests new field off Dunkirk.�
�Bloody hell!�
The destroyer sank seconds later and was followed by the trawler suddenly capsizing and disappearing under the surface. Boats from Robin were seen to be combing the sea where she had gone down.
�They must have had men still aboard her, Number One. Below decks, in the captain�s cabin trying to recover more charts and papers, I will bet.�
�Robin signalling now, sir.�
�Lost midshipman and four seamen, sir.�
�Silly little bugger! Trying to make up for the cock-up with the wardroom blackout!�
Simon nodded sombrely�� it seemed likely that the boy had taken too big a risk and had killed himself, which was bad luck. Four seamen had died at his side and under his command; that was inexcusable.
�Bloody young fool!�
�Agreed, Number One. He would never have made the grade. Same age as you, within a year, I believe.�
�But still a boy, sir.�
�Exactly so, Mr Sturton. I doubt you were ever just a boy, were you?�
�I don�t know, sir. I was never part of a family, not that I remember, so I had no chance to be a protected little boy.�
Captain Smallwood was interested and sympathetic�� that aspect of being an orphan was obvious now it was mentioned, but it had never occurred to him.
�What did you do on leaves from Dartmouth?�
�Remained at the College, sir. There were a few of us, mainly sons of the Empire, who had no place to go to. You know how it is, sir�� parents in Australia or darkest Africa, that sort of thing. There was one lad, Mayhew, whose father was a district officer on the Papuan coast and mother long dead; he hadn�t seen his father since he was six, and he had no grandparents in England, so he was almost as much an orphan as I was. It wasn�t too bad, in fact, sir. We went sailing much of the time and were taken hiking on the moors and things like that. I learned a lot about the small boats and working along a coast. Christmas was not such fun�� all very lonely with less to do except study at our books. It could have been worse, sir; I ended up with some of the highest marks in the tests.�
�A true silver lining! We must return to Dunkirk. Flotilla in line abreast, extra lookouts and rifles to the bows. Try to locate this damned minefield and hope it is not full of floaters. We need to discover what its boundaries are.�
Robin gave them the positions taken from the captured German chart and then it was a matter of crawling at two knots, watching for the ten or twenty per cent of the mines poorly laid and floating away on the surface.
They reached Dunkirk and made their report and saw the four minesweeping trawlers sent off to trail cables with cutters across the location of the field.
�A small field, probably no more than fifty mines, Number One. They might get most of them. Should pick up any that are loose.�
They noted the field on their charts, another hazard to be avoided.
�What will be done with the coaster, sir?�
�Send her in and they will likely put a volunteer crew aboard and sail her to German waters off the Kiel Canal and drop mines there, most likely. Possibly send her into the Baltic with a pair of underwater torpedo tubes in her bows. She�s obviously a German boat and could well not be noticed. Might catch a battleship out on gunnery practice. Might even not be spotted and get away afterwards. Worth a try. Sort of command they will give to an officer who�s blotted his copybook�� come back successful and all is forgiven and forgotten. Don�t come back�� no loss!�
It seemed strange to Simon.
�If her captain is no good, sir, he won�t be likely to make a job of it.�
�He might be a very good sea officer but slapdash on shore. You get the occasional man who is careless with money�� spends cash he hasn�t got and has creditors lined up outside his admiral�s doors. More commonly, you have a man who is discovered in bed with another officer�s wife�� which is not to be recommended, especially if the wife is Mrs Captain or Admiral. Rarely, the gentleman in question is suspected�� but not proven�� to be a bugger. As it is a known fact that all queers are cowards, put him in danger�s way and see what he does�� if he shows brave, then he must have been falsely smeared by those who simply did not like him.�
Simon knew nothing of the sexually unorthodox, other than from the giggles and whispers of the boys at Dartmouth. He accepted his Captain�s assertion.
�I suppose one hears of such things, sir�� but I have never come across one myself.�
�Nor me, not for sure. You pick up the tales and the rumours, but it�s rare indeed to hear of a court-martial. Mostly a civilian habit, I suspect, Sturton�� artists and actors and writers and such, they get up to all sorts of tricks. This Oscar Wilde chappie�� before my time but he and his crowd were into everything peculiar. Not our business and none of it in our flotilla�� not the sort of thing you would come across in the boats!�
Simon agreed�� destroyers were all about fresh air and clean living. Not the place for perversity to develop.
Sublieutenant Parrett listened and nodded and said not a word.
�Bad weather coming down from the north, Number One. Orders are for the destroyers to return to Harwich to go into the yard for a few days for boiler clean and running repairs. Sail at soonest.�
The signal went to the section and they left harbour inside the hour.
�Twenty knots, sir? Leaves a measure in hand if need arises and gets us to Harwich in daylight.�
�Make it twenty-five, Number One. Gives a bit of experience in holding a line at speed. Keep an eye on the other three for station-keeping.�
They skirted the minefields and shoals and made a fast passage to Harwich, extra lookouts scanning the sea for mines and, hopefully, for periscopes. Rumour insisted that there were German submarines at sea although none had definitely been sighted close to the Channel.
They reached Harwich in front of a rising gale, made the dockyard and tied up perhaps an hour before truly heavy weather came in.
The harbour was full of small ships.
�Destroyers are all in, sir. Only two of the Live Baits are at anchor. Leaves three out on station.�
�Cressy, Aboukir and Hogue out. I trust Mr Dacres is enjoying himself. Good sea boats�� could ride out a hurricane in those ships with nothing to worry about. The only thing they are good for.�
Sheldrake was shut down and placed into the hands of the dockyard, which was actually working at night in response to the demands of war.
The storm blew out overnight, short-lived, as was sometimes the case with equinoctial gales.
Commodore Tyrwhitt took the newer destroyers to sea in the morning, off to join the three old cruisers on the Broad Fourteens patrol.
�Hands to local leave, Number One. Seventy-two hour passes. Best we should stay in case the dockyard wants decisions from us. Might as well remain at our ease here in the depot ship�� get fresh bread and a decent cup of tea in the wardroom at least.�
The five officers from Sheldrake breakfasted together, taking a leisurely meal and discussing whether it was worthwhile to take the train to London to see a show. Simon noticed an increasing bustle on deck and saw activity over at the Commodore�s offices.
�Bit of a flap on, sir?�
�So there is� High Seas Fleet come out to sea, perhaps? Take a look, shall we?�
They drank their tea and wandered out on deck, spotted a Paymaster Lieutenant trotting towards them.
�Unusual, gentlemen! The sedentary personified and managing a run! Must be something out of the ordinary. What�s up, Lieutenant?�
�Wireless message in from Cressy, sir. Says the squadron has hit a minefield. Aboukir is sinking, Hogue going to the rescue.�
In the next few minutes a pair of light cruisers left harbour at speed, ignoring the regulations governing ships in harbour. Soon after that the paymaster returned, his message run, another in hand.
�It�s not mines, sir. Submarine attack. Hogue has gone as well. Sent a message saying she was hit by two torpedoes. Cressy sent she was trying to ram the submarine.�
�Hogue and Aboukir both gone down?�
�Turned turtle, sir.�
�Jesus.�
The four made their way to the Commodore�s offices and the wireless receivers there. The Port Captain was waiting there.
�Captain Smallwood�� can you get to sea?�
�In dockyard hands, sir. They started the boiler clean overnight. I can ask, but I doubt we can sail for thirty-six hours yet.�
�No matter. It will all be over by the end of the day. Cressy�s hit as well, signalled that she is going down.�
�More than two thousand men in those ships, sir. Too many of them boys, thinking on it. Cold in the North Sea already. Is there any word of casualties?�
�Not yet. They will be massive.�
The four from Sheldrake said nothing more. It was too soon to ask after Dacres, the more because of his position�� he would remain aboard until the last, getting the men into boats and life rafts and organising the making of extempore floats and particularly trying to save the boys, of whom there were so many on the old Reserve ships. His chances were slight, rightly so�� he must put his own safety last.

Chapter Twelve

�Latest count gives about eight hundred rescued. Crews of the three ships amounted to about twenty-two hundred, perhaps a few more. Most of the boys were lost�� couldn�t survive in North Sea waters; too cold for them, they don�t have the reserves of older men. It is, I quote, �hoped� that some were picked up by Dutch and possibly Belgian fishing boats and taken to their home ports and not yet reported.�
Captain Smallwood�s voice was dead�� flat and horrified.
�First indications are that the ships had too few watertight compartments�� their spaces were so big that that they flooded massively and turned over. It is not even known if all watertight doors were closed. It is suspected that the watertight doors might have been left open so that men and boys below decks had a chance to get out.�
Simon shook his head.
�Difficult to order them shut, sir, knowing that would drown many of those off watch� We didn�t join the Navy to duck the hard decisions, sir.�
�Well said. Saving the ship must come first. They were in waters known to be mined and there was a fear of submarines�� even if we did not know before this just what a few torpedoes could do. Most of the watertight doors should have been kept shut other than when passage through was needed to save the ship; they should have been locked down the moment the first torpedo hit. There will be an Inquiry into these losses�� I hope they will bring out that issue, even if it does blacken the name of dead officers.�
�They won�t, sir. It will be a whitewash. The Admiralty had been told repeatedly that the Live Bait Squadron should not have been where they were. The Board of Inquiry will not be permitted to criticise Their Lordships and their political master. The only people to take blame will be the dead and junior.�
�You are right, but far too cynical for your age, Number One! We will be released from the yard tomorrow morning. Waiting for sailing orders now. I would expect us to be sent to the Dover Patrol�� they are talking of beefing it up with more small ships. There is a likelihood that we shall be ordered to close escort of the troopers, with instructions to watch for torpedo tracks and put ourselves in their way if needs be to protect the soldiers.�
�Suicide patrol, in effect, sir.�
�The Admiralty is panicking, Sturton. Until three days ago, they had entirely discounted the submarine. They did nothing worthwhile at Heligoland, after all. Now, suddenly, the submarine is a major menace�� and they have no answer to it. The sole course available is to escort all valuable ships and to have additional patrols out to keep the submarines submerged and slow. There is a great panic to produce depth bombs and hydrophones and ships to carry them�� but that cannot be done overnight. The soldiers must be carried to France�� the position there is best described as chaotic still.�
�I had thought that the Battle of the Marne had stopped the German advance, sir, had put an end to the Schlieffen Plan?�
�Probably. It seems that the advance on Paris has most likely come to an end but both sides are spreading out east and west. There is a complete mess in Belgium�� individual battalions and brigades here, there and everywhere and both sides pushing men in to try to stabilise a front. In the east, the word is that the French have fortified trenches all the way to the Swiss border. The Germans still occupy large chunks of northern France. No telling what will happen next�� but General French is calling for more men and guns to cross the Channel.�
�Have we got more trained men?�
�No. A large navy predicates a small army. A country the size of Britain cannot run to both services. The needs of Empire demanded a great navy and so we ended up with a laughably small army, highly trained in musketry but tiny. The Kaiser has called it a �contemptible, little army�, which it is for size if not for training and effectiveness in the field. Trouble is, we cannot pull the garrisons out of Ireland and we have to retain some British forces in India and the lesser colonies, so a good half of our relatively few men are not available for France. Australia, New Zealand and Canada are sending men�� but they haven�t got huge populations. South Africa is sending some battalions�� but there�s a question mark there, only thirteen years after the end of the Boer War! There has been an uprising by some Boer farmers, we are told, though only small and quickly suppressed. For the rest, the volunteers are coming home from all over the world, and they are signing up by the hundred thousand in all four Home Countries, including all parts of Ireland, south as much as north.�
Simon nodded�� volunteers were all very well, but they had to be trained.
�What of the Territorials, sir? There were a good few thousand of them, were there not?�
�Mostly in France by now, it would seem. Together with the reservists, they need no great training before going out. Still a bare hundred thousand, from all I gather. The French and Russians and Germans measure their armies in the millions. About the only thing to be said for the BEF is the standard of training of the infantry. Apparently, our riflemen are better marksmen than any of the others, due to most of them being long-service professionals, often with more than ten years of practice in the butts.�
�Does that compensate for the extra machine guns the Germans have, sir?�
�No. Nor for the Krupp guns, of which they have more and bigger than we do. The hope seems to be that German conscripts will be worn down more quickly than our hardened professionals. It might work out.�
�Talking of manpower, sir�� what about India?�
�Millions of men there, Sturton. The Indian Army is already very big. We could probably bring a quarter of a million Indians across before Christmas. Good fighting men as well. Do we want to? What happens after we win? Could we then keep India?�
They contemplated that question and chose not to discuss it further.
�No word of Dacres, sir?�
�Nothing. His name is not on the lists of known survivors. He might be one of those picked up by British fishing boats and landed anywhere along the coast�� there were a few dozen known to have been brought back that way. He could be in Holland. Chances ain�t that good, I fear.�
�He wasn�t one to look after his own skin, sir. Not when there was duty to be done.�
�Agreed.�
�I think I should write to his father, sir. The family was kind to me when I stayed with them.�
�And have written letters to you since, I believe?�
Reddening, Simon admitted that to be so.
They were sent to Dover, as expected, and fell into a routine of sailing back and forth across the narrow straits, scanning the sea for periscopes and seeing nothing. On most nights they patrolled the coast, hunting for marauding small ships that did not appear.
A couple of weeks of dull grind and they were called back to Harwich, all in a great hurry. Captain Smallwood was sent to a quick briefing with Tyrwhitt and came back at the run ordering Sheldrake and the half flotilla to sea immediately.
�Course for Ostend, full speed, Number One. The Naval Brigade has become a reality and is piling into the harbour there and onto the railway to Antwerp to bolster the garrison and prevent a Belgian collapse. In fact, the realistic hope is that they will delay the Germans by a few more days, weeks, if they are lucky, and reduce the pressure on the troops down towards Ypres where they are trying to create a stable front line. There is a �salient� of some sort there, in the industrial areas and a chance of holding the Germans, provided they are not reinforced by the troops currently besieging Antwerp.�
�Yes, sir. What are we to do?�
�Hold the harbour; prevent any attack from the sea; cover hospital ships evacuating the wounded�� they may not be marked up properly in the hurry to get them to sea. Unspoken, we are to provide a last way out for the Naval Brigade when it is forced to run.�
�Why send them in if they can�t be successful, sir?�
�It is a gesture of support to Belgium. A Quixotic gesture, one might say, on the part of the First Lord.�
�Churchill in person?�
�Just so. He possibly believes in the old nonsense that one Englishman is worth a dozen foreigners. He is ending a force mainly of Marines, armed with rifles and nothing else�� no artillery at all to back them. There is no certainty of how many there are of them�� or, at least, if there is, the figure has not been released for general consumption. I don�t know and Tyrwhitt don�t. Bloody pointless, if you ask me.�
Simon shrugged�� after two months of war, he would believe any idiocy of their political masters.
�Shout hurrah and forget about thinking, sir. What are we to do specifically?�
�Enter Ostend harbour and see what is there, today. Contact the Port Captain, if there is one. If we receive orders from due authority, carry them out. The probability is that we shall be on our own, which means we must invent something to do. Work the coast at night and see if it comes out profitable again. There are thought to be Germans in the fishing harbours around Knokkeheist, close to the Dutch border where we were before. If there are, then we should try a bombardment in the hope of interfering with whatever they are doing.�
�We have done that already, sir. There must be a good chance they will be ready for another attack from the sea.�
�We have to do something, Number One.�
Simon nodded�� there was nothing sensible to say.
�What else�� oh, yes, of vital importance to us all, the Conspicuous Service Cross has been renamed and is now the Distinguished Service Cross. I am sure you will be much heartened to hear that, Number One.�
�Why, sir?�
�Well, as a decoration available to naval officers of lieutenant and below, you are eligible for it. The theory is that all young officers will be moved to acts of heroism on the strength of it.�
�They�re bloody daft, sir!�
�A discovery that we all make at an early stage in our careers, Mr Sturton. Carry on.�
Captain Smallwood disappeared to his cabin; Simon heard him chuckle as he left. He glanced around, stepped out to the bridge wing to check that Robin, Curlew and Blackbird were properly in line astern at two cables, returned to the position next to the engineroom voicepipe that he preferred when on watch. He started to work out exactly how he would organise the ship to take soldiers and marines aboard in case of an evacuation. He thought they might be able to take a hundred men and still be able to work the guns; if they were simply to run at night, he could double that figure, sat cross-legged along the decks. He must have a quiet word with the Coxswain�� he would be able to allocate precise numbers to every compartment, might be able to work out how to cram a few more aboard.
He glanced at the heading, checked that the lookouts were alert, watching their proper quadrants, brought his glasses up to his eyes to scan the horizon, all of the automatic actions ingrained into him by years of training. All was well and he considered what else he must do to ready the ship for carrying the extra men. Cocoa powder, condensed milk, sugar�� they would need extra supplies aboard. The soldiers could go without a meal for twelve hours or so but they would benefit from a couple of mugs of kye. How could it be fiddled?
By the end of his watch he had decided that if they made port at Dunkirk, he could try the stores there�� they were less strictly controlled than the old-established quartermasters at Harwich and Dover. A few sovereigns shelled out to buy good brandy and he might be able to run an exchange with one of the storemen. He had spent very little in the past months, could afford to invest ten pounds for the benefit of the soldiery; besides that, the word would get out that Sheldrake had looked after the men. Never hurt to have a good name. He handed over to Parrett and went below with the intention of getting three hours of sleep; the next few nights promised to be busy.
Two hours later and the wardroom steward was shouting in his ear.
�All hands, sir!�
He rolled out of his cot and into his shoes, ran the few paces to the bridge while shrugging into his sea coat, the wind off the North Sea cold in October.
�Sir?�
�Merchantman of some sort, Number One. No power. Damaged to the stern. Mine, perhaps. Go across to her, make a decision.�
The starboard cutter was already lowered, the oarsmen fending off. He ran, scrambled over the low side and into the boat, saw there was a petty officer calling the stroke; Carter, reliable but no great initiative, needed orders but carried them out well.
He knelt in the stern, trying to see some details of the task facing him.
A big ship for the North Sea� not a coaster. Five thousand tonner, about. Holed at the stern. If it was a mine then there must be major underwater damage as well, but she did not look low enough. The area was too busy for her to be a floating derelict from a previous action. Recent shellfire from the shore?
A cable distant now, and still silent. Possibly she did not want to be rescued by the Royal Navy, was hoping they would think her to be abandoned and leave her to her fate? Surely not.
�Have we got rifles aboard, PO?�
�Yes, sir. Four, sir.�
�Pass me one and take one yourself. Two men to arm themselves if needed.�
The arrangements were made on the instant. Simon checked he was loaded, tucked the heavy rifle into the crook of his arm.
They were close now.
�The ship ahoy!�
No answer.
�Grapple her, PO.�
She was a three island freighter, bridge amidships with a raised stern and forecastle, the deck rails about seven feet off the sea just forward of the bridge.
The petty officer swung the hook and heaved hard, the rope taut.
Simon looked over his shoulder, saw the four destroyers all within a quarter of a mile of the ship, Sheldrake much closer and with a man on the bridge Lewis Gun.
�Hold the rifle for me, PO.�
He grabbed the rope and heaved himself up on deck, over the rail and then leant back for the rifle.
�PO, you and two up here.�
There was an exterior companionway leading up to the bridge; Simon ran up, rifle at the ready, jumped inside.
He saw an officer and three seamen, sat down on deck and looking sheepish at being discovered. They put their hands up.
�Who are you?�
�Deutsch.�
�German?�
�Ja.�
He gestured with the rifle.
�Up!�
They stood.
�You speak English.�
They shook their heads. The officer pointed below, made a dumbshow of calling a man up.
�Yes.�
The officer leant to a voicepipe and called something incomprehensible.
A minute and feet clattered on an internal companionway and a young man, a junior officer appeared.
�I speak English, sir.�
�Thank Christ for that. Who and what are you?�
�Henke Paulus, sir, cargo from Kiel, naval charter. We are ordered to enter Zeebrugge, which is in German hands, but it is not. We enter harbour, we are shot at and make speed out again. A small cannon from the big mole shot and hit and made damage. We travel twenty kilometres, more by a little, and the rudder breaks. Then the screw will turn no more for the rudder hitting it. Then we float three hours and see you. We hide because we think there will be our ships soon.�
�Good. Tell all of your crew to come on deck. Place yourselves on the forward deck. You are prisoners. You will not be hurt.�
Simon showed himself on the bridge wing and began the laborious process of semaphore, wigwagging his arms in exaggerated motions.
�Sheldrake close ship. Speech.�
The signal was acknowledged and the destroyer came within twenty yards.
�She�s German, sir. Needs a tow. Full of warlike stores, sir. Sent to Zeebrugge which was supposed to be captured already.�
He went on to explain the details he had been given.
Captain Smallwood yelled back.
�Robin will tow you to Dunkirk. Remainder of the section will provide cover against these German ships.�
�Aye aye, sir. Suggest additional seamen, sir.�
The cutter rowed across with another four men armed with revolvers, handier in confined spaces aboard ship.
Robin manoeuvred close to the cargo ship�s bows and floated a grass line across, light and easy to handle but not especially strong. PO Carter hooked up the line and passed it aboard where the seamen carefully heaved it in, pulling across a heavier, stronger line, itself attached to the thick towing cable. They faced then the normal problem of finding a strong point in the bows to fix the cable.
�Use the anchor chain, sir. Act as a spring, if the wind gets up, sir� Ready, sir.�
Simon stood in the bows and bellowed to Robin to take up the slack and commence the tow.
Two knots while they satisfied themselves that all was well and that merchant seamen had not relied upon a faulty anchor chain. Then Simon waved and suggested five knots; he could not give orders to Robin�s captain.
An inspection of the stern and the visible remnants of the rudder suggested that they could do nothing towards restoring the ship�s own power. The shell had hit just above the waterline and had smashed the steering gear and almost certainly damaged the screw.
�Looks as if two or three shells hit, Carter.�
�One of them pompoms, sir. Don�t do much to armour plate but carves a hole in a merchant hull.�
Destroyers had effectively no armour, were too small and light to carry the weight.
�Gives you to think, don�t it, Carter.�
�Yes, sir.�
Carter�s flat response made it clear he thought about very little.
�Organise a hot meal for the men, and the German prisoners, Carter.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
Carter was far happier with that command�� he could do things far more easily than think about them.
No wind; no enemy�� the tow was without incident until they were picked up by a pair of harbour tugs at Dunkirk. The little paddle-steamers made a quick job of taking the cable and nudging the German ship alongside a wharf. Simon then had the job of contacting the shore authorities and explaining who and what they were. In the absence of radio aboard destroyers, they had no knowledge of the ship.
The Captain of the Port listened and then showed blank; he did not expect to receive captured German vessels.
�Should have taken her to Harwich. Your home port.�
�Weather forecast suggested strong winds from the north, sir. Too great a risk to tow her across the North Sea with only a single destroyer, sir.�
Weather forecasts were commonly wrong but could not be ignored.
�Accepted. She had to come here. What the hell do I do with her?�
�She might have a useful cargo, sir. Big ship. Might be valuable. The Admiralty might have a use for her.�
�Hah! Good argument, boy! Take an inventory and pass the word to Their Lordships.�
�I took her papers, sir. Here.�
�Well done. I can�t read them� Bound to be someone here who can. I�ll deal with that. Best thing for you is to get aboard your destroyer and return to your own ship. Did you say you were First Lieutenant of Sheldrake?�
�Yes, sir.�
�You can�t be twenty.�
�Just, sir.�
�That uniform�s not so old� How long have you been a lieutenant?�
�Six months, sir. Destroyers push young men hard, sir.�
�Where were you before?�
�St Vincent, sir. Two years as a mid.�
�Good ship. Bit different to a destroyer!�
�Yes, sir. Surprised me at first. Came to like it, sir.�
�Well, you�ve done a good job here, young man. Off you go, now.�
Robin�s captain was waiting for orders, in case the authorities in Dunkirk refused to accept the merchantman and told her to take the ship elsewhere.
�Port Captain fancies telling the Admiralty he has a captured ship with maybe a hundred thousand pounds worth of stores, sir.�
�Well done, thou good and faithful servant! We do the work, he gets the glory. Thus it ever was in the Navy. Get your head down, Sturton. You look knackered!�
�Bit tired, sir. No sleep for the wicked!�
�You�re too young to be wicked! Off you go.�
Hector McDuff was exhausted.
The South Atlantic winter had turned to a vicious, tumultuous spring, gales alternating with near-hurricanes without cease for two months. Good Hope had pitched and rolled and continued to patrol, returning to port only for the cruel labour of coaling in a harbour with no bunkering facilities other than mounds of coal and shovels.
Good Hope used her own derricks to swing the coal aboard from the coaling hulk - an ancient ship said to have been one of Brunel�s original vessels and one of the first ocean-going steamers - being taller than the occasional merchant ship that used the facilities and the harbour cranes. Part of the crew boarded the hulk and shovelled coal into sixteen thousand of the one hundred and forty pound sacks and lifted them into cargo nets by hand. The steam derricks swung the nets up on deck and the hands there carried them in small trucks to the coaling chutes and lifted the sacks and emptied them before running back to drop the sacks into the nets and pick up the next load. Down in the bunkers, unventilated and almost without light, the stokers shovelled the coal to the sides away from the chutes, levelling the mounds so that they would not shift at sea. The job was done at the run, without let up, so that the ship could get back to sea as quickly as possible�� the patrol had to be maintained as nearly unbroken as possible.
When coaling ended the ship had to be cleaned�� coal dust spread everywhere. The bread baked in the ship�s ovens for the next two days showed tiny black speckles, it being impossible to completely seal the flour bins.
There was no shore leave in Port Stanley�� mostly because there was nothing to do. The men waited hopefully for the order to return to Cape Town, which catered to the needs of sailors, but they were sent back out to Cape Horn every time.
The buzz went round that the Navy had lost the Tsingtao Squadron�� they did not know where the German ships were except that they did not seem to have left the Pacific or Indian Oceans, which amounted to about half of the world�s seas.
Another rumour followed that the British consuls along the Pacific coast of South America had seen German colliers, presumably chartered to supply the Tsingtao Squadron.
Good Hope modified her patrols to take her a few degrees north along the coast of Chile as well as Cape Horn and the Magellan Passage.
General opinion was that the Tsingtao Squadron would make a rendezvous with their colliers in the Galapagos Islands, would coal in the sheltered waters and then head north to beat up the Canadian West Coast before making a raid on Japan and Vladivostok and then heading back into Chinese waters where they would seek asylum in a neutral port, one that was not a Western Concession.
�Won�t come within a thousand miles of us, McDuff. They know we�re here and that there will be support coming up as well. Old Canopus will be here before too long, with her twelve inch guns. That will put a stopper on any ambitions they might have towards Cape Horn.�
�Canopus is only good for eight knots they say, sir, when her engines are working at all.�
�Nothing to worry about, my boy! All we have to do is block the passage. The Huns have got to come to us! Not that they will be coming at all.�
The Gunnery Lieutenant Commander had no fears at all for the future. If the Huns did appear, they would be anxious to traverse Cape Horn and would have no choice other than come to close range.
�They close us and we will have them, my boy�� no question of that. Good Hope and Monmouth will deal with their eight inch cruisers and Glasgow and Otranto will put down their lighter ships. The whole business won�t take an hour at a range of five thousand yards.�
�What if they stay outside fifteen thousand, sir?�
�Why would they do that? Close to maximum range for their eight inchers, they would never hit us while we might scatter a few of our nine point two bricks among them. All that would achieve would be to give us their position. We would be on the old wireless to Port Stanley and they would send their telegrams off to the Admiralty and inside the hour there would be a net of big ships closing in from the Pacific and the Atlantic. Take a week at most to catch them once we had them located. They know that. If they come this way, it must be to go to battle�� and that means broadsides at close range. Can�t be anything else!�
Sublieutenants did not argue with lieutenant commanders.
�Thank you, sir. I hadn�t thought the implications through.�
�Not your job to, Sub. You just keep your gun up to scratch�� we�ll do the hard work! Nothing to worry about�� we�ve got Admiral Craddock! Did really well against the Boxers, you know!�
Hector was not entirely sure that Boxers with spears were to be compared to Germans with eight inch guns�� but it was not his role to criticise admirals.
�Good old Kit Craddock, sir! He�ll deal with any number of Huns, that�s for sure!�
�So say I! What�s the time? Sun�s over the yardarm. Time for a pinkers, I think.�
Hector had not developed a taste for pink gin, excused himself on the grounds that he was soon on watch.
The weather continued foul and it was impossible to exercise the guns live firing. The maindeck six inch sponsons were unusable, flooded out by the high seas; their crews spent their watches huddled on the messdecks, shivering in their winter coats. The upper deck guns could be manned, but it was impossible to take an aim, rolling and pitching through thirty feet.
There was nothing to worry about, was the general opinion. Good Hope was a fine sea boat and the Germans were half an ocean away.
�Good experience, that�s all�� look well on your record of service, young McDuff.�
Lieutenant Christopher Adams was worried�� he was close to committing a social faux pas, he feared.
The flagship was by its very nature the epicentre of any anchorage. Scapa Flow had no social life, for the lack of a civilian population, but at intervals Iron Duke sailed south for Queensferry and the services of the yard there. On such occasions the blue-blooded of Edinburgh flocked aboard to be entertained, bringing with them their eligible daughters.
Christopher was too young, too junior, to be regarded as a match for any of the girls he met, as they all knew. That had not stopped the youngest daughter of the Duke of Blair from wishing to know him better. She was only eighteen, barely out, but obviously knew her own mind and had mounted hot pursuit of him.
To an extent it was very flattering, he admitted to himself, but lieutenants could not marry and even lieutenant commanders aboard battleships were regarded at askance if they should do so. Was he to offer marriage he would soon find himself on the flag-captain�s carpet and ousted from the flagship. If he was to be so supremely unwise as to consider extra-marital relations with the daughter of a duke, he could expect a rapid court martial and a dishonourable discharge for conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman. Then he would be morally obliged to join the Army, quite possibly without a commission. He had heard down the grapevine that the idiot youth Baker had been taken on as a brown job�� he could not imagine himself reduced to such an expedient.
There had been a dinner the previous evening and the dear girl had attached herself to him most prominently. The officers were to attend a dance on shore that day�� not so formal as a ball, but a society event. She would be there, in the company of her doting parents who seemed to favour her pursuit.
Christopher took advice of the Commander, his cousin.
�What am I to do, sir?�
�Well, my boy, I am sure you are not asking me to explain the birds and the bees!�
The Commander seemed to think that was remarkably witty.
�No, sir.�
�Let me see�� you cannot offer marriage - and would be most unwise to offer anything else! You cannot avoid her company. There is no way to cold-shoulder the dear girl. Smile sweetly and dance with her tonight. I will speak to the captain and he will buttonhole Jellicoe in person. We will come up with something, my boy!�
A day later Christopher found himself posted, aide to the Rear Admiral of a pair of battlecruisers detached to the Mediterranean Fleet and expected to form the nucleus of a squadron there.
�To Cyprus, in the first instance. The squadron to watch the Suez Canal for any raids by the Austro-Hungarian fleet and to be available in case the Turk chooses to take action against us. The Ottomans are expected to join in soon, probably on the wrong side. The government has been trying to persuade them to join us, but it seems likely to be unsuccessful, mainly because we are allied to Russia, their great enemy, though that silly business with Breslau and Goeben did us no good! Sailing from Portsmouth at the end of the week, so we shall send you by destroyer to Newcastle where you can pick up the railway south. You should manage to be in London tomorrow evening, twenty-four hours at most.�
It was less than ideal for Christopher�s career, but it seemed to offer the possibility of action, which might almost compensate for the lack of proximity to Admiral Jellicoe.
�Thank you, sir. Which admiral?�
�Tompkins. Recently made. Did well on the China station as a commodore of a squadron on the Yangtse.�
Christopher was appalled�� a river gunboat man! He could know nobody and nothing.
�You will have to guide him, I do not doubt, Adams. He will not be aware of the subtleties, shall we say, of dealing with the foreign governors and such, not to speak of the Colonial Office chaps on Cyprus, civil servants and considerably more Byzantine than the inhabitants of Constantinople! You will probably be called down to Alexandria on occasion�� need to deal with the types there. I don�t know why you are not to be based out of Malta, but no doubt that will become clear. I suspect that your squadron will include a number of pre-dreadnought battleships, possibly to be used to bombard Austrian ports on the Adriatic. Could be good fun, you know!�
Ancient ships; employed in a backwater; an unknown admiral�� there were words other than �fun� that came to Christopher�s mind.
�So it could, sir. Uniforms could be a problem, you know, sir!�
�Gieves has a branch in Malta. No difficulties there. Bound to pay respects to C-in-C Mediterranean Fleet�� you can expect to be there for several days. All the important things can be dealt with, you know. Should be a jolly good cruise, old chap. Better than spending a winter in Scapa Flow!�
The weather had been bad enough in the summer; the thought of escaping the northern wastes for their six dark months quite reconciled Christopher to the prospect of unfashionable service with an unknown.
He took the train in Newcastle full of hope for a pleasant Mediterranean interlude. He spent twenty-four hours in London�� back in civilisation�� spending the day with his parents for feeling that he really should make his number in the family home.
The Viscount was based in London for the duration of the war; a sacrifice but necessary, as he explained to his third son.
�The House of Lords is sitting almost unbroken�� no long recesses these days. I put my nose inside for a couple of hours two or three times a week. Besides that, I am on a couple of committees set up to organise the country for the purposes of the war. Contracts for munitions, that sort of thing, making sure the right factories are kept busy, you know what I mean.�
Christopher suspected he did�� the family income would be taking a turn for the good by the sound of it.
�Jeremy will not be taking a commission, of course; one cannot expect the heir to do so. He has made himself useful, though. The Ministry of Agriculture needs advisers and has set up one or two �statutory bodies�, they call them, to organise food production and encourage farmers to turn pastureland to wheat and such. Keeps him busy for a couple of days a week.�
That seemed entirely reasonable�� he could not be expected to give all of his time to government.
�There is an honorarium, of course, and he will be able to look after our lands properly. We do have some ancient pastures that should not be wantonly destroyed.�
To be expected�� there was a limit to the sacrifices demanded of the leaders of the country.
�Arthur has joined up�� as second son, he was obliged to, he felt. He has been sent out to General Sir John French�s staff, has been made a captain, of course. Played some part in the planning for the Battle of the Marne, I understand.�
�Very good, Father.�
�What of you, Christopher? I do not quite understand how you are sent to the Mediterranean. I had thought you were well-placed with Jellicoe.�
Christopher explained.
�Ah! I see. Blair�s daughter�� damned nuisance for you, but nothing else for you to do. Leaving aside your age and rank, which make marriage ineligible for you, not a family to become entangled with. The previous Duke was a fool with his money, left the estates much encumbered and the present man has hardly two coppers to rub together. I doubt his daughter would come with a thousand pounds of her own! Definitely a young female to steer well clear of! Who is your admiral?�
�Tompkins, sir. Not a known figure.�
�Never heard of him. I shall have a word about in Town�� don�t be surprised if you discover your orders changed just a little, my boy! You may well discover yourself placed in the way of whatever action may be going. Should help your promotion prospects, I think!�
�Might find ourselves going up against the Austro-Hungarian fleet, Father. They have a few capital ships, enough to make a respectable little battle, I suspect.�
�Excellent! What allowance am I making you at the moment, Christopher?�
�Four hundred a year and my tailor�s bills, sir.�
�Right�� better make that five hundred from this month. Can you live inside that?�
�Four was sufficient at Scapa, sir. I cannot imagine that it will be too little in the Med.�
�Make it five for convenience�s sake. Never know, you might need a few quid in hand. Better to have too much than too little, I always say!�
�I�ve never really worried about money, you know, sir. One does not in the Navy�� although you do get the odd strange type who has money and nothing else. One of the mids on St Vincent was that sort�� he was told to send in his papers. I�m told he was seen in Calais in brown, with the Bedfordshires.�
�Good regiment. The word is that they are heavily involved around Ypres. A big casualty list, that I know. If he has lived, then he will probably be wishing he was still at sea!�

Chapter Thirteen

The slagheap was filthy. Wet half-burned coke and ash and sulphur-stinking lumps of waste from the blast furnaces mixed with dust and God alone knew what else to make a gritty, foul-smelling mess. It stank as if a thousand cats had done their business there.
Richard could taste the vile concoction; when he spat to clear his throat he almost gagged again at the sight of the noxious brown-streaked mess he heaved up.
The men were equally distressed by the disgusting, unhealthy foulness, but they showed very willing to pile up lumps of clag in front of themselves and rest their rifles in the gaps between. Filth in the throat was better than rifle bullets in the head.
The company was down to eighteen men, having left behind another six wounded and put five more into shallow graves during the fighting retreat through the town and into the steelworks. They hoped the wounded would receive treatment from their captors, could do nothing for them otherwise. They had seen German stretcher bearers taking men away, thought they might have been theirs. Captain Platt and Sergeant Grace remained, as did Corporals Abbott and Ekins�� the benefit of experience and quickness of thought, Richard suspected, as well as no little luck. Their liaison, young Second Lieutenant Sturton, had been shot in the first hours of the retreat through the town; he had never learned to keep his head down, had been excitedly pointing out a party of Germans infiltrating on their left, had stood up to show exactly where they were�
They had been pushed out of the town by the weight of numbers, at least a division having pressed forward relentlessly, backed by light artillery, their casualties replaced by fresh men every morning. The Fusiliers had given ground slowly, fighting for every yard while the thin company of Bedfordshires had repeatedly slipped a furlong to the rear to provide a line for them to fall back on. The German infantry had simply not stopped, pushing left and right to make the new line untenable, and the ones that followed. They had reached the slagheaps behind the blast furnaces and there had stayed for days, cover and height protecting them, enabling them to use their rifles to their best effect, expending their ammunition.
Now, there was another attack building�� in the open, entirely visible as there was no cover in the flat marshalling yard that ran for three hundred yards in front of their position. Infantry were lining up in blocks by the railway lines, not fewer than five full battalions of new, unblooded troops�� keen and enthusiastic still. This onslaught would not be stopped.
�What�s the ammunition state, Ekins?�
�Just shared out, sir. Twenty rounds apiece.�
�Abbott?�
�Same, sir.�
Richard turned to Captain Platt.
�Five rounds as they show, sir, then fall back?�
The exhausted, lean figure blinked, stared at Richard and tried to formulate a response.
�Do so, Mr Baker.�
Captain Platt was no longer capable of making any decisions. He had effectively stopped eating days before�� a mouthful and the acid in his belly overcame him, left him hacking and retching and spitting blood. He made a show of listening to suggestions and then did as he was told. Sergeant Grace did his best to cover for him and supported Richard in every way he could. The sergeant was starting to look his age, well into his forties and pushing his body harder every day to keep to the standards he demanded of himself. Richard glanced at the lined face and prayed that he might last a few days longer; he needed the sergeant�s knowledge.
�Sergeant Grace!�
�Sir!�
Grace snapped to attention, the effort obvious, and then marched to Richard�s side.
�What have you seen behind us, Sergeant?�
�Fusiliers are a quarter of a mile back, sir. On the far edge of a canal. They�ve got one of those narrow boats, sir, and pushed it at an angle so it makes a bridge. Burn it out when we�ve crossed and it will hold Fritz back for a good few hours, sir. If they�ve got ammunition, sir, it�s a line to hold.�
�Good. Is there an easy way down off the slagheap?�
�Yes, sir. Not too steep. The men can just run down.�
�Good. Abbott, Ekins, fire the five rounds when I give the order and then keep low, out of sight and down from this position and back to the canal, at the double. Sergeant Grace, lead the way, go to the canal and act as marker. Go now.�
Sergeant Grace stiffened, showed almost offended then nodded.
�Thank you, sir.�
He slipped and slid his way down the slagheap and walked slowly back, admitting his tiredness.
�Will you show the men the way, sir?�
Captain Platt stared at Richard and shook his head. He seemed suddenly both alert and broken, bent over and weary.
�No. You will go, Baker. I still have twenty rounds. I shall shift from one firing point to the next and make it seem that we are still here. Corporal Abbott! Corporal Ekins! Five aimed rounds. Now!�
Thirty seconds and the men had all fired and had dropped at least a score of German soldiers at three hundred yards and caused another three thousand to dive for cover.
�Well done. Withdraw now. Heads down!�
Platt watched them go, settled down at the end of the line, rifle to shoulder.
�Go, Mr Baker. I haven�t got another mile in me. You have done very well and will do even better without me to slow you down. I am finished. Go!�
Richard saluted and trotted down from the crest. He heard the single rifle fire as he ran. The shots continued for several minutes, then there was a burst of fire from a company, eighty or ninety rifles together. After that, the slagheap was silent.
The Fusiliers had a strong position behind the canal, would be able to hold until the German guns came up. Major Higgins-Hall was quite chipper about their placement, showed optimistic.
�Take a while to bring artillery around those slagheaps, Baker. The two nearest bridges, left and right, have been broken. Only a matter of time before we are flanked, of course, but it might be days rather than hours this time. I�ve sent runners back to try to locate Brigade. We are short of rounds.�
�We are down to fifteen per man, sir.�
�Best you should pull back, Mr Baker. Too few of you left to make a great difference now. You have done your work, sir. My messengers have reported your presence and your actions over the last weeks, by the way. I know your Captain Platt did the same.�
Richard could not discover any significance to that comment, merely nodded his appreciation.
�Thank you, Major. Southwest or due west would you recommend, sir?�
�There�s a made road a hundred yards or so south of here. Easier to march on and leading almost west. I would follow that, towards the sea. I shall bring my men that way if we have to fall back.�
�Not a great deal of cover, sir.�
�No. Not ideal country for a retreat.�
The low hills were open, bare grazing land, empty of animals now.
�D Company will march, Sergeant Grace!�
Richard saluted Major Higgins-Hall and followed the attenuated company as Sergeant Grace called the march.
Two hours later, five weary miles down the road, they met a troop of cavalry, dragoons with straight swords and carbines.
�Who are you?�
The captain was dressed very fine, still in his peacetime uniform, all lace and braid.
�D Company, Third Bedfordshires.�
�Which platoon?�
�We are the whole company, sir. Lieutenant Baker in command.�
The captain scowled as he realised the implications of Richard�s statement.
�What�s behind you?�
�Lancashire Fusiliers are holding a canal, maybe five miles distant. They are short of ammunition and have lost three hundred men. German infantry is in massive strength to their front. Major Higgins-Hall ordered us back as we are down to fifteen rounds.�
�Too few of you to make a difference as well. How did you get separated from your battalion?�
�The battalion was pushed southeast, sir. We held a sunken lane and a small copse while they shifted position.�
�Did you, by God! Well done. There is no line hereabouts. You are no more than ten miles from the sea and the bulk of the BEF. Your best course might be to continue on this road. There is a battalion making its way towards you and they will be able to provide for you. I shall take my troop to the support of the Fusiliers.�
�Thank you, sir. There is at least a division of German infantry pushing through the slagheaps to the north. We held for some days there but there are too many of them and they seem willing to take huge losses to gain ground.�
�Bloody Huns for you! You have done all you can, Mr Baker. Go back now.�
Not a boast and nothing but the most precise truth, Richard reflected, but it had done his name no harm at all. He hoped the captain survived to tell the tale.
Another hour and they met a battalion of Devons marching north hopefully. They were newly landed within the previous two days and were anxious to meet the Hun. Richard wished them luck. Their colonel was shocked at the condition of Richard�s company and amazed that he was carrying a rifle.
�Not quite the thing for an officer, old boy!�
�We needed the extra rifle, sir. Lost so many men that every one of us counted.�
�Oh! I see! Where did you say the rest of the company was?�
�Dead, sir.�
�All of them?�
�I believe so, sir. A few walking wounded were sent south, but we have heard nothing of them.�
He repeated the story that the remainder of the battalion had been pushed southeast, implying again that they had stood rearguard. He comforted himself that, in effect, they had.
�Divisional HQ is about eight miles southwest of here, Baker. We have a wagon going back this afternoon, as soon as its stores are used up� Steam lorry, in fact, one of the Fodens. Best thing will be for you and your men to go on that�� you don�t seem to have a lot of marching left in in you.�
�The men are tired, sir. They would certainly be better for transport. Be better still for a chance to clean up, sir. Days holding the line in filthy slagheaps has left us in disgusting condition, sir.�
�Nonsense, man! Can�t be held responsible for a bit of dirt in the field. You should have seen the state we got into in South Africa! Let me put you in the hands of the adjutant.�
Evening saw them at the coast, deposited outside the tents of a division and under the eye of a major-general.
�Who are you? Can�t see a badge or anything under the dirt!�
�D Company, Third Beds, sir. Lieutenant Baker.�
�Oh! Is that who you are! Heard about you, young man! Get yourself to the mess tent�� none of your battalion here but you can use HQ facilities.�
The general gestured to a staff officer, ordered him to arrange proper messing for the company. Richard watched as the captain turned to a lieutenant who called to a sergeant who found a corporal to lead the company to ablutions and then to a mess tent.
�You, Mr Baker, can come this way.�
An orderly led Richard to a tent and provided soap and hot water followed by a clean uniform, shirt and underclothes and stockings of about his size.
�Captain Grubb, sir, he supplied it. Said you was welcome to his spare uniform, sir. Got a razor, too.�
Richard washed thoroughly, only realising just how much he stank after he had cleaned up.
�I don�t know if you can do anything with my own uniform, soldier.�
�Yes, sir. Burn it, sir.�
�You may well be right. Let me just get hold of my paybook and other papers.�
�Yes, sir. I�ll check your pockets for you, sir. Not to worry, sir. Your stuff will be safe, sir. General said you was to come to the mess, sir.�
�Come in, Lieutenant Baker. I have sent a report to Calais that you have survived and have managed to bring in some of your company as well. Should hear from them within the hour, I would expect. Your story reached London two days ago, I am told. Sort of thing we want to hear, old chap. For the moment, you must be hungry!�
�I suppose I am, sir. Haven�t really had much to eat for some days, now, not since we managed to cobble together a bit of a stew at the mining village, after we blew the bridge there which gave us a few hours to sit down and eat.�
Again, it was almost true and contained nothing of an actual lie.
�Heard about that! Used the black powder from the colliery, so they said. Sit down man, get some food into you!�
The general ate well, it seemed - steak and fresh vegetables followed by some sort of sweet pudding, accompanied by a glass of wine.
�Brandy, Baker?�
�Thank you, no, sir. Tired as I am, I don�t think that would be wise. Have my men eaten, sir?�
�Washed; issued with new uniforms; fed a solid meal�� no need for you to worry about them Baker, although very right that you should. Good men!�
�The best, sir. A good half of them Territorials, like me, called up to serve the King, sir. Both corporals are Terriers, sir.�
�That I would not have believed if I had been told it, Baker. Damned fine men!�
Richard considered his response.
�I am very proud of them, sir.�
�So you should be, man!�
He had got that right, it seemed. He wasn�t sure, but there might have been a tear in the general�s eye.
A Rolls-Royce staff car pulled up a little later, bringing a captain and orders.
The general brought the staff officer to Richard.
�Your battalion is in camp outside Calais, Mr Baker, all that remains of it. You are to join them temporarily but will be sent back to depot in Bedford to pick up men for your company. Sleep here tonight. Transport for you and your men will be provided in the morning.�
�Thank you, sir. I don�t know that I ought to go back to Bedford, sir. We may need every man here. Could not my men be sent to me, sir?�
�No, they could not. There is a good reason why you must go to England, Baker. Not surprised to hear that you want to stay where the fighting is, but you can be spared for a few days.�
The staff officer was laughing, shaking his head.
�You have done your share for a week or two, Baker. Sit back and relax for a while, sir. The war won�t go away, you know!�
The general was smiling too, turned to his own people making some comment about �young fire eaters�.
Richard was led to a camp bed, fell upon it, dropping off to sleep almost instantly, time enough just for the final thought that he seemed to have come out smelling of violets.
The morning saw a massive breakfast�� the general�s normal meal�� and a red double-decker London bus parked outside the mess tent.
�Whatever is that doing here, sir?�
�Sent across last month, my boy! Did sterling service at the Marne. You won�t have heard but the Germans were stopped dead and then pushed back well clear of Paris. Put an end to the Schlieffen Plan�� �stopped their farting in chapel�, as the men say!�
�Oh, that�s good, sir. I wish I had been there!�
Again, he had found the right thing to say.
�You did well where you were, Mr Baker. Off you go, now, board your bus. Your men are waiting for you. I am proud to have met you, sir.�
The general held out a hand to shake, a great condescension from so superior a rank.
The bus crawled over bumpy dirt roads and took almost an hour to reach the Bedfordshires in their camp. The thin battalion paraded as the bus came in sight and Colonel Braithwaite saluted as they disembarked.
�Battalion, attention!�
Richard drew himself upright, acknowledging the honour done to him and his company.
�D Company to the right of the line, Mr Baker. The place of honour.�
It was all very flattering. Sergeant Grace marched the tiny company to the right and located them precisely with much bellowing of commands, as was proper on the parade ground.
�Mr Baker, front and centre!�
�Sir!�
Richard marched out to stand in front of his colonel.
�By order of the General Commanding, you are promoted to substantive captain of D Company, Mr Baker.�
Richard had hoped that he might receive brevet rank; substantive was a bonus.
�Sir!�
He exchanged salutes with the colonel.
�Captain Baker, I have the honour to inform you that you have been awarded the Victoria Cross for repeated acts of gallantry in the field. You will return to London, to Buckingham Palace for the investiture.�
That was wholly unexpected.
The colonel saluted Richard and he responded, mind busy with the implications of the greatest honour. His father would have to change his tune now!
�About face, Captain Baker.�
He obeyed, automatically, realised that the battalion was presenting arms to him, an unheard of honour for a junior officer. He came to the salute in response, hoping that was correct.
The parade dismissed and the colonel led him into the mess.
�You are one of us, of course, Baker. Permanent commission in the regiment. The Colonel of the Regiment has sent his congratulations�� the Duke of Bedford, that is, naturally.�
The Colonel of a regiment occupied an honorary position, had no role in the chain of command.
�I am honoured, sir.�
�As are we, Baker. Come now, time for a celebratory Scotch before we must send you off to Calais and the boat. Your servant will put your ribbon up on your tunic�� your award is immediate. Best thing is to go to London, to your tailors - Gieves is best�� and then to your home. Report to the depot for Monday morning, and you will be transported to London for Tuesday and the investiture. After that, you can have two more days in the depot and return on Friday of next week.�
�Yes, sir. Ah� what day is it today, sir? Lost count, being rather busy.�
�Tuesday, Baker. Come now, your glass, sir.�
Lieutenant-Colonel Braithwaite turned to the mess, all of its officers in an arc around the pair.
�Gentlemen! Captain Baker, VC!�
They drank and cheered, three formal hurrahs.
A batman appeared at the door carrying a tunic.
�Change your coat, Baker!�
Richard walked across, embarrassed, thinking the performance excessive, and put on the captain�s tunic with the single piece of scarlet ribbon on the breast. The officers cheered again and refilled their glasses.
�Transport for you, Baker�� the officers will make a day of this�� a great honour for the Third Battalion, its first, being a new formation.�
The colonel escorted Richard out.
�By the way, sir, have you heard anything of Second Lieutenant Smithers? He was with a party of walking wounded I know.�
�Not a thing, Baker. No record of his getting back and haven�t heard his name through the Red Cross as a prisoner. Missing, believed dead, I suspect.�
�For the best, sir. His parents are better served that way. So is the Regiment.�
�Agreed. It saves me having to put him to a court. We should be able to keep it quiet.�
�As a Terrier I would very much like to, sir, though I doubt it to be possible. Some of my men saw what happened; they will never keep their mouths shut. He ran and was seen to do so.�
�He is better simply dead than put before a firing squad. We can keep that story very quiet�� should be able to make sure it is not heard outside the battalion. A word to the sergeant-major and he may be able to silence the men. I shall see to that. Off you go now!�
There was a wagon waiting to take Richard to the quays�� motor vehicles were in short supply and few were available other than for the staff.
The quayside was a mess of stacks of crates and cartons and men coming in from England and wounded on stretchers waiting to go out. Every space along the wharves had a ship tied up and cranes busy. The roads leading away were jammed, showed no signs of overall organisation.
Richard�s wagon was stopped by a detachment of military police.
�Walk from here, sir. No space for passenger carts. Papers, sir?�
The driver produced documentation. The redcap glanced at the covering note and then at Richard�s chest and froze into a salute.
�Sorry, sir. Didn�t see, sir. Been on duty twelve hours straight, sir. You�ll still have to walk, sir�� be faster than trying to drive through that mess. The ferry, down at the end of the quays, sir� Not that you can see. One moment, sir. Sergeant!�
An older redcap turned at the private�s shout, instantly spotted the ribbon on Richard�s chest.
�Sir!�
He glanced at the papers.
�Private Smith will escort you to your ship, sir. He can carry your baggage, sir.�
�None, Sergeant. Lost the lot!�
�Very good, sir.�
Another salute and the Sergeant nodded to the private.
There was a guard on the ferry�s brow. They looked at Richard�s papers, as they must, but delayed him only seconds, waving to a steward waiting on board for important personages.
�Captain Baker, sir? Oh, yes, sir. First class saloon for you, sir. This way, sir.�
Richard was sat down in a luxurious cabin with tables for no more than a score of passengers, evidently the ultimate in privileged travel in days of peace. There was a brigadier and a lieutenant-general, each with three staff officers, already ensconced; they scowled at the presence of a mere captain until a staff officer spotted the ribbon and gave them the nod. They stood to the salute, Richard responding in surprise, remembering then the rule that the VC was always saluted first.
�Refreshments, sir?�
�Just tea, please. Too much whisky forced on me already this morning.�
�Yes, sir. Sandwiches, sir?�
�What�s the time? Lost my watch, I�m afraid.�
�Coming up for eleven, sir. Due to sail on the hour, sir. We do try to maintain standards, sir. Dover for one o�clock, sir, possibly earlier, depending on the Navy.�
There was a train waiting at Dover, express to Charing Cross station. On reaching London the problem arose that Richard had no cash on him. He asked a porter for the route to walk to Gieves.
�Can�t take a cab. Lost my uniform with my money. Need to replace everything.�
The porter glanced at the ribbon�� like many in his job, he was a Boer War veteran. The railway companies had made a point of employing ex-soldiers when possible.
�Yes, sir. Moment, sir. Stationmaster will deal with it, sir.�
The porter, ancient and bent-backed, dragged out of retirement on a company pittance to work again for little more, shuffled off to the hidden doors behind the ticket office. The stationmaster appeared, stared at Richard and focussed on the ribbon, new and bright.
�A cab to Gieves, sir? Certainly. Follow the porter, sir.�
Richard was amazed�� stationmasters were normally distinguished primarily by their self-importance, not by any desire to serve the travelling public.
The cabbie listened to the porter and nodded.
�Get in, guv. Got your bags?�
�None. Lost the lot. I�ve got what I stand in, and the uniform was lent by another officer.�
�Fair enough. Saw your name in the paper. Better get you to Gieves quick, ain�t we?�
The tailors were equally obsequious, anxious to serve.
Richard thought that he might come to like the life as a decorated hero. He suspected that it might not last too long, but he might as well make the best of it until another man came along to take his place in the headlines.
�I am due at the Palace for Tuesday morning.�
�Our gentleman can present himself at the Bedford depot on Monday, sir. Any minor adjustments can be made then. Two sets of working uniform and parade dress then, sir. If necessary, you will present yourself for fittings on Tuesday afternoon, sir, then the remainder can be provided. For the moment, sir, we have your measurements and can work to them as normal. You will require a cab to St Pancras station, sir. I note, sir, that you are not carrying wallet or purse?�
�Lost everything in the field, I am afraid. My bank is in Kettering and I must make the best of my way there.�
�Banking hours being what they are, the branch will be closed before you reach Kettering, sir. Five sovereigns in cash, sir, will save you embarrassment on your journey.�
Richard protested that he did not like to take money in such a way.
�All part of our service, sir. Perfectly normal, sir. Four gold coins and a pound in silver, sir�� you will not wish to ask change of a cabbie.�
The train was late and slow and reached Kettering well after the banks closed, as the tailor had foreseen. Richard took a cab home, much suspecting that he was about to cease to be the conquering hero.
His mother greeted him with some surprise. She did not read newspapers.
�I had thought you were in France, Richard.�
�I was, but I have been sent back to the depot to collect more men. I am also to go to the Palace on Tuesday.�
�The Palace? Which one, dear? Are they showing one of these new moving pictures?�
Richard�s elder sister intervened, as she often had to.
�Buckingham Palace, Mother! Richard has been awarded the Victoria Cross, so it said in the newspaper this morning. I told you that Captain Baker of the Bedfords had been distinguished.�
�So you did�� but we know that Richard is only a lieutenant, so we agreed it could not be him.�
�He is a captain now�� he has a captain�s stars on his shoulders.�
�So he has! How clever of you to see that, dear. What have you been doing, Richard, to be given a medal? Are you sure you should be taking such risks? I am told it can be quite dangerous, in wartime as well!�
�I am sure Richard did all that was necessary, Mother. Perhaps you should come and sit down now. We can discuss Richard�s doings over dinner.�
�Oh, yes. Tell cook to put up another plate, dear. Alexandra can do that, won�t you, dear.�
Richard�s younger sister trotted off to the kitchen, obediently.
Mrs Baker retired to her sitting room, leaving her elder daughter to deal with the bothersome details of her son�s return.
�Have you no baggage, Richard?�
�Lost everything in France, Vicky. The baggage train became separated from the battalion and was probably captured. I have what I stand in. I must report to depot in Bedford on Monday. There will be uniforms waiting for me I can wear civilian clothes till then.�
�Your wardrobe is untouched in your room. You look thinner but will be able to wear your old clothes.�
�Haven�t eaten much these last weeks in the retreat.�
�You have grown older, Richard. In the face, that is. Not a bad thing, I suspect.�
�Thank you, sister. When is Father due home?�
�For six o�clock, as always. We will eat for half past six, as normal. Mother will have a pot of tea in a few minutes.�
�I will join her�� travelling since this morning and having to attend the tailors in London, haven�t had time to eat. No choice, but I shall have to beg Father to foot the tailor�s bill.�
�I expect he will pay up, Richard, the circumstances being out of the ordinary.�
�I hope so. What of you, sister? A young man in tow, perhaps?�
�No. Most of the young men have followed your example and have gone to war. Well, in fact, almost all are in some sort of training before they can go, but they are not here in Kettering. Alexandra has a follower, but Father hardly approves of him�� he is a farming man, owns a thousand acres, in fact, quite large, but he is thirty years of age and not the sharpest of men. Father says that farms do not make money.�
�I don�t know�� I have never been awake on the money-making side.�
�Nor me�� but as a young lady, father says I should not be.�
Richard was waiting in the hall when his father entered. He had changed into his old civilian clothes.
�Back home - and looking more like a man. Was that you in the Telegraph this morning? Captain Baker, VC? I wondered� Didn�t think it was likely. Glad to be wrong, for once.�
�Yes, sir. Buckingham Palace on Tuesday, sir. Back to the depot on Monday and I shall take my company out to France on Friday. New men, of course.�
�So the paper said. Fewer than twenty men left out of eighty and you the sole officer surviving.�
�That�s right. Lucky to make it back, sir. I had a good sergeant and two of the local men came up trumps. Abbott and Ekins, both corporals and from boot and shoe factories locally.�
�Tell them there will be work with me if they survive the war, paying better.�
�Thank you. I would like that, Father. They are fine men.�
�What about you? Wearing your old clothes, I see.�
�No choice. I have one borrowed uniform. Had to go to Gieves in London to order up a full set to replace everything. Lost the lot when the baggage train disappeared. Wore the same clothes for weeks, and that included days fighting over slagheaps in the iron making area north of Ypres.�
�Filthy stuff, slag.�
�I noticed that, Father.�
�We�ll put you in your borrowed uniform for photographs. Local paper will want them. Good for the firm. Captain Baker, VC! Far more than ever I hoped for from you. Well done. I�ll put a thousand a year into your bank account, for life, boy. You�re worth more than that to me, now. Bound to be promoted, too. Stay as a soldier when the war ends, will you?�
�I have a permanent commission, sir, in the Bedfords.�
�Good. You�ll be useful, and that I never expected. I�ll look after you in the Will, as well, never fear! Can the family come to the Palace on Tuesday? Never been near there. Never thought to.�
�I don�t know. I expect so. I can ask at the depot on Monday. Or, better, I�ll go down to the Drill Hall tomorrow�� they will know.�
�Go in uniform. Be seen in town. Good idea! You�ll need some cash, I don�t doubt.�
His father was in a state of amaze, it seemed, and much inclined to dip his hand into his pocket.
�Never been a military man in our family, Richard. You are the first. Best you should take a wife, I think. Daughter of one of the biggest men in the locality, that might be best. I can set you up in a proper size house with gardens and such.�
�No, sir. Thank you for the offer, but I shall be a major if the war lasts two more years. If it goes for more than that, there�s a possibility I�ll make lieutenant-colonel. Once I have a battalion and with the VC, there�s a strong chance I can get higher. Wullie Robertson is a general, and he started as a private soldier, so it can be done�� but only if a man fits in. That means a proper wife�� toffee nosed and daddy Sir Somebody Something. A manufacturer�s daughter would not be good enough for what I need. If I become a general, it will do you a lot of good, I think.�
�So it will�� good to see you can work things out for yourself. I don�t know any nobs, nor any way of getting in with them.�
�The officers of the battalion will look after me that way, sir. They are all of them of the right sort�� it was a fashionable regiment. They will introduce me, one way or another. Bound to come back to England on leave occasionally, and we may be posted away from France after a year or two if the war lasts.�
�Well, I�ll leave that to you. Glad to know I can leave things to you now! I�ll talk to the newspaper tomorrow, get your photograph in next week�s edition.�
The meal went very pleasantly, the elder Baker not snubbing Richard once and chuckling kindly when Vicky asked whether Richard might not be able to introduce her to an officer or two.
Richard put on his uniform in mid-morning and walked the mile into town, calling into his bank and discovering that his father had already paid them a visit.
�A chequebook, sir. Correct for an officer and a gentleman.�
Richard gave them his signature, as was necessary.
�There will be a cheque to Gieves, the tailors, which will likely be quite substantial,� he told the manager. �I lost every stitch I possessed in the retreat.�
The manager had refreshed his memory from the Daily Telegraph, knew that Richard had displayed great heroism and English pluck in covering the retreat of his battalion. He was not surprised that he had not had time to pick up his wardrobe.
�There is a balance in your account sufficient to cover any number of tailor�s bills, sir. Your father has assured me of such.�
�Excellent, sir. For the while, I should take a little cash out for my own use. I lost wallet, purse and everything else in the field. I must purchase a watch and another wallet.�
The manager showed Richard how to write a cheque to cash and took him to the counter.
He walked off to the Drill Hall with ten sovereigns tucked away, entered to find Captain Hendricks still there and the building busy with young men learning their drill. He exchanged salutes as they were called to attention and stared in awe.
�Good to see you again, sir! And risen in the world. May I congratulate you, sir?�
�Thank you, Captain Hendricks. Much of my success is yours, sir�� you gave me the military grounding I needed.�
�You are flattering indeed, Captain Baker. I would venture to say that the ribbon you wear so proudly was of your doing entirely.�
�A little effort on my part and a vast deal of good fortune, Captain Hendricks. Many another brave man simply was not noticed in the confusion of war.�
�Possibly so, sir�� but I have no doubt of your merits, Captain Baker. What of young Smithers? Was he under your command?�
Richard shook his head gravely.
�He was sent back with a party of walking wounded and might not have reached the rear in safety. I have not heard and Colonel Braithwaite of my battalion, the Third Beds, knew nothing of him. Better that way and enough said.�
�Not himself wounded?�
�Forget it, sir! Best I should have said nothing�� provided he is dead.�
�Always thought he was a very withdrawn youngster. Shy, would you say?�
�Unfortunately, yes.�
�Pity! Nothing to be said. You are right to keep it out of the public eye. What do you think of the youngsters here? All of them underage and learning their drill to join up on the day they are eighteen and be a useful soldier immediately.�
�Good to see, sir. They will be needed. Tell me, Captain Hendricks. I am to go to the investiture on Tuesday. May my parents come and watch?�
�They can indeed, Captain Baker. They should go to the Palace and show themselves in morning dress as your family, one hour before the investiture, which will normally take place at eleven o�clock. If the procedure has changed, you will be told on Monday, in time to get a telegram to them.�
Richard made his thanks.
�Is there anything you can suggest for the lads going out to France?�
�No, their battalion will provide their needs, unless they are going out as officers. In that case, a pair of field glasses makes sense, and a pocket watch. I am about to buy both as a replacement, if I can find them in Kettering.�
Captain Hendricks shook his head�� Kettering was not the place to discover such items of military apparel.
�No barracks here, Captain Baker. Might be possible in Northampton, but difficult to get there, despite it being the county town. A long railway journey for there being no direct link. I would suggest trying in Bedford or in London. Any pocket watch you purchased here would be more suited for the drawing room than for the field.�
�The disadvantages of dwelling in the sticks, sir. Not to worry!�
Richard found himself able to regard such problems philosophically�� he had progressed beyond the little provincial town of his birth. He took the salutes of those present in the drill hall and wandered out into the town to take a quick look into the shops before he made his way home again. He stiffened proudly as a group of women shoppers cheered as he passed, calling out to him to kill more of the Huns for them.

Chapter Fourteen

�Have you heard the buzz, Sub? Telegram from the Admiralty says the Tsingtao Squadron has definitely been seen on the coast of Chile. They�re sending Defence and Canopus down to Port Stanley as a matter of urgency.�
�Canopus is too slow, sir. Even with her engines working after a full refit she can only muster twelve knots and eight is a more normal expectation. Defence will add a lot of guns, but she has very little in the way of armour.�
The Gunnery Commander was blas�, utterly unconcerned.
�Won�t need armour, my boy. Biggest of all our cruisers with four more nine point twos and ten of seven point fives to add to our broadsides�� blow the Huns out of the water before they so much as touch us.�
Hector McDuff was partly convinced.
�Where is she, sir?�
�Oh, somewhere Brazil way, but she is making best speed to join us. She can cruise at a good twenty knots, you know. She�ll come through the Magellan Straits together with Canopus and a collier to meet us after we have rounded Cape Horn, again!�
Sublieutenants were not carried aboard ship to argue with commanders.
�All seems well then, sir.�
�It does, my boy. We�d do the job without the pair of them. With them, it�s a matter of course. Add to that, there�s a Japanese squadron on the coast as well, with one of their fast battleships. Can�t underrate the Japs, not after Tsu Shima.�
The Japanese fleet had utterly destroyed the Russians in that famous battle less than ten years before, one which had turned around Western perceptions of their navy.
�Sounds like a race for who gets there first, sir.�
�That will be us. The Navy will be second to none!�
Hector retired to his cabin, taking his misgivings with him. Having a substantial private income, he had his own copy of Jane�s Fighting Ships of the World and looked up the German ships again.
�Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Heavy beasts, for fast cruisers!�
He read the brief details, reminded himself that the German ships were not especially well armoured and were in many ways poorly designed, according to British orthodoxy. They were fast and their gunnery control systems were said to be modern, although there were few details. In the end, it seemed, they would be markedly inferior to Defence, but carried far more heavy guns than Good Hope. Monmouth, a six inch gun cruiser, could not live with them. If Defence and Canopus joined, then the result would be a brief and entirely successful battle; with one of the pair present, the British ships would take damage but should prevail; with neither added to the existing squadron, then the Navy might win in a close range affair.
Hector made his way aft, spent two hours with his gun crew, working them in local control, as would be needed if the Commander and his little gunnery control tower were lost to enemy shellfire.
He returned to the bridge to stand his watch, unhappy with the level of efficiency of the gunners or the turret rangefinders and sighting telescopes. The equipment was old and the gunners complacent, convinced that they would win simply because the Navy always did. He suspected that attitude carried as far as Admiral Craddock�s cabin.
They sailed from Port Stanley, the four ships of the original squadron in line and no certain knowledge of the whereabouts of the reinforcements or of the Japanese.
�They�ll join us off the Chilean coast, Sub. Glasgow will go into Valparaiso to pick up the telegrams from the Admiralty. We�ll be told exactly where they are then.�
The squadron had wireless, but of very limited range; they were reliant on telegrams onshore for any communications in excess of about three hundred miles. Valparaiso was a neutral port and belligerents had the right of entry to speak to their consuls or make repairs or purchase provisions or coal. The consuls ashore were at liberty to contact their own forces with any information they might discover. Sending Glasgow in meant the German consul, who probably had his own wireless equipment, would be free to inform the Tsingtao squadron of her location.
Hector made this point tentatively.
�So much the better, McDuff�� if they come after us, it saves us the bother of finding them!�
The captain�s words, delivered in friendly enough fashion, brought the discussion to a close.
Hector lifted his glasses, checked that the three lesser members of the squadron were in place.
Monmouth at two cables distance, in precise line, her six inch guns seeming tiny; Glasgow with two six inch and ten four inch, more modern, faster and with torpedo tubes as her major armament, a very smart seeming ship but far smaller; Otranto, high out of the water, an armed merchantman with four guns and no armour�� a liability whose sole virtue was to extend the line in a search. The squadron might seem impressive to a landsman, but it was very thin. So far they had captured one German merchantman on her way home in August and unaware of any war; they had achieved very little besides.
Cape Horn was less unfriendly in high summer�� it was cool rather than bitterly cold and the sea was relatively calm, no worse than the Pentland Firth to the north of Scotland, though that was regarded as one of the most vicious stretches of water in the whole of the North Atlantic. They made their passage and turned north within distant sight of the coast of Chile. Passing the exit to the Magellan Strait they turned their glasses hopefully in search of smoke from Canopus and listened for the wireless on Defence, more modern and powerful than that of Good Hope. There was nothing from the British ship but the wireless operator reported picking up distant and incomprehensible traffic. He reported to the bridge in some excitement.
�It�s not British, sir. Most likely Telefunken, sir, slightly different technically to our system. Morse, sir, but too fuzzy to pick out clearly.�
The captain was impressed by the knowledge displayed by the young man.
�Likely to be the Germans, is it?�
�Might be, sir, but Germany sold Telefunken transmitters and receivers widely before the war, sir. I think that some of the South American navies bought the system.�
�Might not be, then� I shall inform the Admiral.�
An hour later Glasgow was detached to Valparaiso.
The light cruiser, much faster than the rest of the squadron, headed away to the north.
�Squadron will make best speed to Valparaiso.�
Admiral Craddock did not explain why but it seemed obvious that he wanted immediate access to the telegrams from the Admiralty, with perhaps further information on the location of Canopus and Defence.
Hector was ignorant of some of the technical details relating to neutrality, asked the Gunnery Commander for a quick briefing.
�What happens if Glasgow finds the Germans in Valparaiso, coaling, say, sir?�
�Difficult! In theory, the Chileans must enforce a twenty-four hours delay between the two sets of ships leaving. If Glasgow spots them, turns about and leaves territorial waters, then Von Spee�s squadron must not go in chase for a whole day.�
�That would leave them at a hell of a disadvantage, sir. We would have all that time to set ourselves up for them, or to hold off and shadow them wherever they sailed.�
�Precisely, Sub! If the Chileans have a battleship or two in port and are willing to enforce the rules, then Von Spee will be obedient. However! And a big �however� it is! The Chileans are thought to be pro-German. Berlin has a lot of business interests in Chile and is said to have bought a number of leading politicians. We have done the same in Argentina and Brazil; the City of London owns half of the cattle ranches in Argentina and all of the politicians. Thing is, the odds are the Chileans will turn a blind eye to the Germans taking off in immediate pursuit. If they are there, we are likely to see Glasgow at full speed flying �enemy in sight�.�
�What then, sir?�
�Admiral Craddock will take the action that seems good to him. I expect he will fight. Not one to run away, Kit Craddock!�
There was a general, excited expectation of action, of a real battle. Heligoland Bight had been a confused mess; this would be a proper stand-up fight with the best side winning.
�The Germans outnumber us, having three light cruisers in company, but they are very small and irrelevant in terms of the battle, unless they can close with torpedoes, I suppose� Our six inch will deal with that problem if it arises. Should be able to cripple them before they can get in range in daylight. Not as if they were fast little torpedo boats or destroyers, tiny and agile and hard to hit��
�Only a threat in night action, you would say, sir?�
�I would judge so, Sub.�
�What if they go after Glasgow, sir?�
�She�s a match for any one of them, might be able to deal with two. She will need to split them up and deal with them separately�� not too difficult a task, she has the edge on them for speed, or so the book says. Add to that, the Germans have been away from a dockyard for a good time now�� they will be slower than their rating, needing boiler cleans and such. If they get to close quarters, she�ll give them the Gorbals kiss and be done with it!�
This was obviously jolly funny; Guns laughed heartily.
Hector, despite his name, had had very little contact with Scotland but remembered that the Gorbals was a large and depraved slum in Glasgow, and was often said to be the worst place in Britain for casual, drunken, violent crime.
��Gorbals kiss�, sir?�
�Famous, McDuff! A headbutt in the mouth - ended many a brawl before it has ever really started. They say you see many a fellow in Glasgow with teeth marks on his forehead as his winner�s trophy. The sign of a hard man, so they will tell you�� have a look at some of the stokers!�
Hector suspected that he had lived a sheltered existence.
The wireless office reported more and louder Telefunken chatter at intervals through the day, suggesting that the signals were strengthening and presumably closing.
�When will Glasgow make Valparaiso, sir?�
�With the dawn, a little later perhaps to give the Chileans time to wake up. She�ll slow down during the night, so as to see that hard coast in daylight. Rock-bound, all the way. Not a place to be in the dark hours. The squadron can continue at full speed and be only a few hours distant from her. Should be within range of her radio.�
The morning was within reason clear and the squadron made its way towards Valparaiso in close order. Mid-afternoon brought word from Glasgow that she had left the harbour and that the five ships of the Tsingtao squadron were there, in company with a loaded collier. They were completing coaling and showing signs of making ready to chase.
Glasgow rejoined in late afternoon and was sent off with Otranto to hold at a distance from the main action.
The Gunnery Commander had a last word with Hector before sending him down to the after nine point two turret.
�Perfect conditions, Sub. Setting sun behind us and the Germans coming up from the east�� their rangefinders will be looking directly into the sun. They�ll be against the mountains and the ships� white upperworks will be visible against their backdrop. We will be able to smash them while they come to close range. They will have to close on us�� they will never be able to hit us from a distance in those conditions.�
It did not seem to occur to the Commander that they could wait until the conditions changed.
The two squadrons came into contact at teatime, which was damned inconvenient of the Germans, spoiling the afternoon cuppa. The men cheered and the ship readied itself for victory.
Monmouth fell into line behind Good Hope and the two massive cruisers slowly sailed northwards, watching as Scharnhorst and Gneisenau paralleled them at nearly twenty thousand yards distant.
Hector sat at the telescope in the after turret, the gun loaded with common shell and at near maximum elevation. Armour-piercing shell might have been better; they had little aboard, however, and the Gunnery Officer had decided to hold it until the range enabled more accurate fire.
He waited on the firing order, trying to keep Scharnhorst in the graticules of the sight, compensating by hand for the roll and pitch of Good Hope.
�Well in range, sir.�
The maximum range of the gun was twenty-nine thousand yards, in ideal conditions, Hector knew. Many of the Mark IX barrels were fitted in coastal batteries, obviously on stable mountings. It was not uncommon for coastal guns to hit within two hundred yards of a target at maximum range. Good Hope had old barrels, coming to the end of their service life and worn; they would be lucky to place a shell within a quarter of a mile of a moving target at twenty thousand.
�Wait on the order, gunlayer.�
As he spoke Good Hope put her helm down and started to reduce the range. Within the minute the German squadron had conformed, pulling away and returning the distance to twenty thousand yards.
�They won�t come up to us, sir. Chicken!�
That was one explanation, Hector accepted. He glanced over his shoulder, saw the sun close to the horizon. There would still be light for a good two hours after the sun had set and the Germans would be lost against the shore while Good Hope and Monmouth would be silhouetted and easily ranged on.
A few more minutes of the apparent stalemate and the German squadron turned on a diagonally converging course and opened fire at seven o�clock in the evening. Their first shells were unders, but all within a cable of the two British cruisers.
�Fire, sir!�
Hector laid the gun according to the pointer from Control and waited on Good Hope�s roll before pressing the electric trigger. The guns, fore and aft, roared and the crews started the reload while Hector watched Scharnhorst. He saw waterspouts far astern of his target and probably two hundred yards over. The Gunnery Commander had set the wrong speed for the cruisers; presumably he would correct with the next shot.
The layer shouted and raised his hand and Hector pressed the Gun Ready switch which would tell the Commander he could fire again. A few more seconds, the pointer moving and Hector trying to match it, the gun barrel swinging in response. Four great waterspouts rose just abeam of them and there was a clattering of shell splinters on the hull and turret plating.
The fire light glowed and Hector pressed his switch. The gun recoiled and he bent to the telescope to spot his shell. It was difficult to see anything against the shoreline, but he thought he could see a waterspout. He leant to the telephone to call the result to the Commander.
�Over one hundred. Left two hundred, sir.�
Gunners used �left� and �right� rather than port and starboard, the only time the terms were used in the Navy. He watched carefully as the gunners completed the reload, activating the rammer to push the three hundred pounds of shell into the barrel and then the two silk-cased charges of cordite. The breech swung closed and rotated to the lock position and the detonator was inserted. Hector was about to press the Gun Ready switch when an eight point two inch armour-piercing shell penetrated the gun house and exploded, destroying the gun and vaporising the men. He was dead before he knew they had been hit by the third salvo the German cruisers had fired.
Good Hope was much slowed by the damage to the stern and the engineroom and fought on with only one big gun, closing the range to bring the six inch into action. She was hit by another dozen big shells in the space of half an hour and then by a barrage of lesser when she succeeded in getting closer.
She fell silent at about ten to eight, racked by a series of internal explosions that ripped her apart. By eight o�clock she was gone, taking Admiral Craddock and all hands with her, the action having lasted a bare hour.
It grew dark and Monmouth, almost crippled, was lost to sight. One of the light cruisers found her an hour later, massively on fire and crawling. The German ship called for Monmouth�s surrender and prepared to send boats to the rescue; she fired a pair of guns in response. They sank her, again with all hands, within minutes.
Glasgow shepherded Otranto into the night and the pair made best speed back to the Falklands, there to inform the Admiralty by cable of the disaster.
The Tsingtao Squadron was left, virtually untouched, to enjoy their victory, sending the word onto the wires at Valparaiso that the Royal Navy which had ruled the waves for a century had been humiliatingly defeated. Admiral Spee had used half of his ammunition and had no source of replenishment; he could buy coal from neutrals but not shells. He waited for orders from Berlin.
�Have you heard, Number One?�
Simon had not. A first lieutenant was a busy man when his ship entered harbour, taking condition reports and establishing what must be done to make her ready to sail again. He was sat in the little wardroom, collating his figures on oil usage and the tonnage remaining in the bunkers and deciding whether they must request the services of the oiling berth; he was in no mood to put down his pen and listen to his captain�s latest gossip.
He looked up with ill grace.
�No, sir. What�s happened?�
�Good Hope and Monmouth gone. All hands. Did almost no damage to Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Lasted a bare hour.�
The oil was forgotten. It was the most disastrous news in the century since the losses of frigates in the War of 1812. It was almost unbelievable.
�Certainly, sir? Not propaganda from Berlin?�
�Confirmed from the British consul in Valparaiso. No survivors. Kit Craddock and every man under his command. Glasgow and Otranto were separate, somehow, and are expected into the Falklands as soon as they can get there. No doubt the details will come through from them.�
�What does the Admiralty say, sir?�
�Nothing as yet.�
Their Lordships would have to respond, and quickly.
�I was on St Vincent with one of Good Hope�s subs. McDuff. He must have gone.�
�A certainty. They are definite that it was all hands.�
�Pity. Pleasant chap. Wasn�t going to set the world on fire but he would have made captain for sure. Four of us�� Adams and MacDuff and me, all making the grade, and Baker who was told to send his papers in, no use to man or beast!�
�You might want to rethink that, Number One. Front page of the Telegraph�� I picked up yesterday�s paper in the depot ship. Do you see?�
Simon followed his captain�s finger, spotted the smudgy photograph and the bold text below it.
�Captain Richard Baker, VC, who was a midshipman who found he did not like the sea and joined the 3rd Bedfordshires and was in France two days after hostilities commenced. Distinguished himself repeatedly falling back to Ypres, held the rearguard� blew a bridge� fought for weeks in the slagheaps to the north. Came out leading one quarter of his men, sole officer survivor of the company.�
�Well, sir, that was unexpected. An idle, fat, spotty, chocolate-chewing no-hoper for two years. I have never heard of a mid being beaten as often as he was. Nor at Dartmouth, where he was no better and only scraped through. Never saw cowardice in him, that I would certainly say, but a less likely hero I cannot imagine. Well done the man! If he can do that, there�s hope for all of us.�
�Good. There needs be! What will the Admiralty do, you ask? The first reaction must be to send a squadron of modern battleships south at top speed, but what will that look like? Two cruisers, and not the most modern of the breed, having to be dealt with by a battlefleet? That would be an additional humiliation in the eyes of the world.�
Simon was much struck by that observation. The Navy would show up as a heavy-handed bully, the German squadron a David going down before an overwhelming Goliath.
�Battlecruisers, sir? A small flotilla to go down at speed, mop them up and come quickly away again?�
�Probably. I don�t doubt we will hear of movement within hours. There must be an instant reaction and fast ships sent at top speed.�
�It is still the end of an era, sir. A century of victory brought to an end. It gives one to wonder, sir��
�What about, Number One?�
�What will happen when the big smash comes? When the Grand Fleet meets the High Seas Fleet? Will we win? Is it the certainty people think?�
Captain Smallwood shook his head.
�It has to be, Sturton. We dare not consider anything else. Keep that thought for your nightmares�� do not speak it aloud, not if you wish to remain in a serving ship. If that was heard in public they would crucify you, for speaking what should be unthinkable. The emperor�s clothes would be nowhere in it! Say those words where a senior officer can hear and you will be first lieutenant on a gunboat on the Timbuctoo station, there to stay until you trip over your long grey beard.�
�I thought Timbuctoo was in the desert, sir.�
�Exactly!�
Christopher Adams was woken from sleep at three o�clock in the morning, in his cabin at wharfside in Portsmouth Harbour, sailing for the Med on the morning tide.
�Up and out, Adams, you are posted! Run man!�
His cabin was invaded by two wardroom stewards who began ruthlessly packing his bags, demanding his pyjamas instantly. He managed to wash his face before scrambling into uniform and being led to the side.
�You have twenty minutes, Mr Adams, joining destroyer Havelock for Plymouth where you will report aboard Inflexible battlecruiser.�
�Aye aye, sir!�
Instinct took over, that was the captain�s voice in the middle of the night�� not a happy man, by the sound of it.
�Jacky Fisher is sending two battlecruisers to the Falkland Islands. Invincible and Inflexible, which is just out of the yard and is short of her full complement. She has put into Plymouth to complete repairs and make up her numbers, which include you as you are en route to your original posting. Good luck, Mr Adams. I envy you. You have Admiral Sturdee aboard and are tasked to find and sink the Tsingtao Squadron, without fail. Full speed to the South Atlantic, Mr Adams, working-up your ship and with a battle sure to come. Get into the boat now. Godspeed!�
Christopher saluted and ran down the accommodation ladder, the picture of the keen young officer, he hoped. A pity it was the middle of the night and there was no audience to applaud. The destroyer left Portsmouth working up to full speed and leaving a highly unlawful wake behind in the harbour and heading west with no time to lose.
Inflexible�s side was a charivari of boats and barges bringing stores and men and all demanding instant attention. Christopher turned to the midshipman in command of the harbour picket boat which had collected him from Havelock, ordered him to plough through the mob.
�Get me to the ladder and send a hand up after me with my dunnage.�
The midshipman obeyed, having no choice, forcing his bows ruthlessly between a pair of smaller boats.
Christopher jumped onto the ladder and ran up, saluting the quarterdeck and making a beeline to the most senior officer he could see, a middle-aged commander and likely to be the premier of the ship.
�Adams, sir, joining. What do you want me to do, sir?�
�Send your bags to the wardroom and take charge of the party bringing in the Gunner�s stores. Over there!�
The Commander pointed and Christopher saluted and ran.
An hour and he had the stores ticked off on a list and in the hands of the Chief Gunner�s Mate, a man who knew his guns but was not best suited to improvisation in a ship new to him and in a hurry. He returned to the Commander, noticing then that the ship was at sea and working up to top speed.
�Dealt with, sir.�
�Good. Check the boats now. All should be properly secured on their davits but I have had no report to that effect. The gunroom sublieutenant should have organised that with the midshipmen, but I have seen nothing of him yet.�
�If I spot him, I�ll order him to report, sir.�
�Good man!�
Christopher made a display of running, found a petty officer with a party of four actually doing the job, methodically working from one to the next.
�Well done, PO. Who put you to this job?�
�Nobody, sir, but we wasn�t ordered to nothing else and it needed doing.�
�Even better. What�s your name, PO?�
�Trotter, sir.�
�I won�t forget you. Have you seen the gunroom sub or any of the mids?�
�No, sir.�
�Then well done for your initiative, Trotter. I shall report to the Commander. How many boats left to check?�
�Just two, sir.�
�Good. Finish them and take a smoke break and then report to your watch officer, Trotter.�
�Aye aye, sir.�
Christopher found the Commander, still at the centre of affairs on the upper deck.
�Found a PO Trotter who had almost completed the job. Had a quick look on my way back to you and the boats I saw were all properly secured, sir. He had no orders and nothing else to do, saw the job needed attention.�
�Well done, Adams. Trotter, you say? I don�t know all of my POs yet, but I shall remember him. No sign of sublieutenant or mids, I imagine.�
�Trotter had seen none, sir.�
�The sub was dumped on us at Chatham. I know why now. You are sent as a senior watchkeeper, assistant to the Navigating Officer. You are a specialist navigator, are you?�
�Yes, sir. I was on my way to join a special squadron in the Med, sir. More likely to be busy here, sir.�
�That�s the right attitude, Adams! Nonstop to Port Stanley and then to locate and destroy the Tsingtao Squadron. Don�t come back without doing the job! Admiral Sturdee has been pulled out of the Admiralty and entrusted with the task. No failure can possibly be tolerated�� we are to destroy the whole squadron. The ship must be brought to top line before we reach the Falklands. We have a disparate bunch of officers pulled together at random and I shall rely on my more senior men to make us into a team. I don�t know you, obviously, but if you carry on the way you have started then I shall be very pleased. Take yourself to the wardroom now; there should be a late breakfast available. Eat, then make your number with the First Lieutenant and the Navigating Officer. Get some food in you first.�
Christopher saluted, best and crispest style such as an admiral might expect, and went in search of the wardroom, not dissatisfied with his few hours of hard labour. First impressions were what counted, and that meant piling into the work, doing more than was reasonably expected and, above all, never moaning.
He sat to table and attacked a plate of bacon and eggs, the room in near silence as was expected at breakfast. He glanced around him, identifying as many of the officers as was possible from their badges. He noted especially those who ate quickly and paced urgently out of the wardroom, back to work. Those who found a comfortable armchair were also worthy of his notice as people to avoid. He drank his tea and walked out to the wardroom flat, glanced across to a steward.
�Is the First Lieutenant in his office, do you know?�
�Yes, sir.�
The steward pointed.
It was a big ship and there were many offices located in the stern area.
Christopher knocked on the open door.
�Lieutenant Adams, sir. Reporting to join, sir.�
�Good. Come in. The Commander said you had come aboard in the minutes before we sailed. Said you went straight to work. Well done! It�s what we need. I�ll introduce you to the captain when he�s free�� which might well not be today! For the while, you are to be number two to the Navigating Officer. We have enough bodies that I do not need to put you on the watch roster�� which means you are never off call, twenty-four hours a day.�
�Good experience, sir.�
�So it is. What was your last ship?�
�Iron Duke, sir.�
�Under the eyes of the C-in-C, eh?�
�It�s a good place for promotion, sir, even if not so handsome for action. Don�t want to fall behind, sir. Coming out of a war having stood at an admiral�s shoulder and never smelt powder can�t be good for one�s future. I had just been posted to the Med, sir. Special squadron being formed, mostly pre-dreadnoughts, with the aim of indulging in inshore bombardment work. In the Adriatic against the Austro-Hungarian fleet, it was expected, but a chance of being busy with the Turks when they come in.�
�Might be too busy for me, Adams! Make a change from Scapa Flow, that�s for sure. You will certainly see action here and you can go off to the Med on our return.�
Christopher went off to find the Navigating Officer content that his credentials as a fire eater had been established. All he had to do now was continue to shine and hope that he did not go the way of poor old Hector McDuff, who had been a pleasant chap, a good shipmate as a midshipman.
He needed to pick up a decoration, if at all possible. He suspected that there were other young officers doing better out of the war than him and promotion in peacetime would be much affected by a successful war; a man with a career to make must consider all factors.

Chapter Fifteen

The depot at Bedford was busy at eight o�clock in the morning, the parade ground occupied by one battalion of recruits, the drill square by another. Richard paid off his taxi outside the gates, as he knew was proper, and strode across to the guardroom, making an effort to show straight-backed and formal. Officers returning from a weekend away normally made a play of being casual, of tipping their hat to the guard; Richard thought it better not to pretend to be one of the peacetime public school professionals.
The sergeant of the guard had spotted him the moment he had stepped out of the cab. The buzz was that the new VC was a Terrier, an amateur gentleman, one to be treated with circumspection until he made clear just what sort of officer he was. There would be a maximum of formality until he had shown he was anything more than a hero. The four men on the gate were waiting, at attention.
�Captain Baker, D Company, 3rd Battalion.�
�Sir! Squad! Present arms!�
The sergeant opened the barrier personally, an act of great condescension and respect�� sergeants were not in the habit of doing things, they ordered lesser bodies to get their hands dirty.
�Thank you, Sergeant. Can you tell me which is 3rd Battalion offices?�
�Private O�Grady! Escort Captain Baker to his proper place.�
The private named, an older man, long in the ranks by the look of competence about him, doubled into the gatehouse and set his rifle in the rack, saluted and requested Richard to accompany him. His sleeves bore the faint mark of stripes, sewn on and removed, quite possibly more than once.
�A fierce man in drink, most likely�, Richard mused.
�Which battalion, soldier?�
�Private O�Grady, 3rd Battalion, sir. Waiting posting to France, sir.�
�Not assigned to a company yet, O�Grady?�
�Depot, sir. Transferred from 2nd Battalion, sir.�
Richard suspected that might have been to take him away from a battalion where he was a bad influence, having fought too many, too often. He glanced across, weighing up what he saw. O�Grady had his marksman�s badges but none for good conduct. He was probably thirty years old or a year or two more, perhaps five feet two tall, barely sufficient to scrape into the army, but he was heavily muscled, seeming almost squat. Brown-eyed and curly haired with a well-broken nose but half a grin on his face. It was not impossible that the sergeant had selected him deliberately, to bring him to Richard�s attention.
�I am due for France on Friday, O�Grady.�
�With luck, sir, I could be as well.�
Richard nodded�� he could say no more to a private soldier but he would ask for O�Grady to be part of his D Company when he went back.
�3rd Battalion offices, sir.�
�Thank you, O�Grady.�
O�Grady saluted and marched back to the gate, taking pains to keep an even pace, knowing that he was a marked man for many of the officers.
�Delivered him to the offices, Sarge. A quiet-spoken gentleman, and polite.�
�Right sort or wrong, Paddy? You was in South Africa. You seen �em.�
�He�ll do, Sarge. He�s one of them got pushed into a corner and came out fighting. Not no glory boy, this one.�
�You want to go out with him, Paddy?�
�Sure, and why not? I�ve seen worse than that one.�
The offices were part of the original Victorian barracks dating to the Cardwell reforms of the mid-Victorian era, brick-built and shabby despite being scrupulously clean�� they were old.
An elderly major spotted him through his open door and bustled out to greet him, saluting first.
�Sir! Captain Baker, D Company, reporting, sir.�
�Welcome, Captain Baker. Major Pavenham, brought back for the duration to man the depot. All of the young men are joining you in France.�
�It�s the only place to be, sir�� and we can�t be there without men to do the necessary work at home.�
Pavenham recognised that for belated tact�� the boy had manners.
�I tell meself that, Baker�� but it�s not the place for an old warhorse, sat on me backside and sending youngsters out to do the work!�
Richard managed a smile, thinking the old fart to be unnecessarily tedious�� he was past it and should be sat back thankful to able to do anything useful.
�The adjutant has organised a room for you, Baker, and there is a tailor waiting on your convenience. I gather you lost everything in France.�
�Too many young men lost more than me, sir. I am not too concerned to have had my wardrobe destroyed. I will say that I will be glad to have more clothes than the uniform on my back, and that borrowed for the original being too ragged and dirty to be salvaged.�
Pavenham laughed and shook his head.
�We�ll deal with that first, Baker. Say at about ten o�clock I will introduce you to your lieutenants�� a first and a second.�
�Very good, sir. What of sergeants, sir? I have one good man in France but could benefit from another, younger fellow.�
�And sergeants are more important to a fighting company than green officers? I know. Saw the same in South Africa�� you�re right. Sergeant Painter is an experienced hand and will have the draft paraded for your inspection for eleven.�
�Thank you, sir. There was a private at the gate, O�Grady, who looks to be the right sort for the fighting we shall be seeing��
�Shocking record, the man has, Baker. Made sergeant once and corporal twice since then, Broken down for drunkenness all three times. Fighting mad in the wet canteen.�
�Not much in the way of liquor up on the front line, sir.�
�He�s yours if you want him�� there�s too much booze here at depot.�
�Please, sir. I think he could be an asset when we get back to business.�
�I�ll see that he joins your people this morning, Baker. If you want him�� well, it�s the least we can do for you. I have your instructions for tomorrow, Baker. Simple enough, as long as you present yourself on time - and we shall send you down in a staff car. You will be guided through the ceremony, or so I am told, never having been there myself!�
Richard smiled again and allowed himself to be led to his quarters, a single room but far larger than a junior captain might expect.
The gentleman from Gieves was waiting, together with a flunkey to do the work if the fittings showed need for alterations. To his satisfaction, all was well.
�As it should be, sir. One does not expect to find errors at Gieves! I will pass the word that further fittings are unnecessary.�
Full dress for the investiture, breast blank apart from a little hook for the King to place the actual Cross. Beside it was a pile of mess undress and working uniforms and two dozens of shirts and underclothes and stockings.
�Boots and shoes, sir. As I know you lost everything in France, I have ventured to purchase for you, sir, to foot size. Obviously, we have no lasts for you and could not construct proper footwear in the time available�� leather will not respond to demands for haste, sir!�
Richard made his thanks, suggested that he would not have too great a need for style in France.
�I shall be up to my knees in mud and muck more often than not, I suspect, sir! Winter is coming before too long.�
The tailor shuddered at the prospect�� he did not appreciate the thought that his clothing might be subjected to such vulgarity as wading through rain- and snow-drenched fields.
�I am to return to France on Friday, sir. I do not know what the postal arrangements might be but fear it will be difficult to send you my cheque in good time. Would it be possible to meet your account now?�
�Not at all, Captain Baker! There will be no account, sir. I am instructed most straitly to accept nothing from you on this occasion, sir. Men who have lost all, and have offered their lives in process, are not to be dunned by a mere tailor! It is our honour, sir!�
�You are very good to me. Thank you.�
That was two hundred and more saved, Richard thought. A Cross was worth having!
An ancient private reported as the tailor left, bowing his way out.
�Beg pardon, sir. I am to be your batman for the week, sir. Not to accompany you to France, sir, on account of flat feet what I got, and being too old for active service, sir, but I can turn you out proper while you�re here, sir. Suggs, sir.�
�Good. I am glad to see you, Suggs. The tailor has just left a great mass of clothing and I was wondering what to do with it.�
�You don�t do nothing, sir. I will. Need to get a trunk, sir. Officer�s clothing, for the use of. Buy one in town, sir. Two different places you can get one, sir, in Bedford.�
Richard had lost his original naval officer�s trunk, had not thought as far forward as to purchase a replacement.
�I�ll do that later, Suggs. I have to meet the company officers now.�
He marched off, Suggs pointing the way for him.
He passed the drill square, taking care not to notice the stumbling incompetence of the platoons of very new recruits. He came to attention as a sergeant-major roared them to present arms to the officer.
The sergeant-major stamped and bellowed and made them repeat the evolution three times over before he was satisfied.
�Beg pardon, Captain Baker, sir, but these green objects need to learn what�s right, sir!�
�Very good, �major. Carry on.�
Richard was wise enough in the ways of the military not to state agreement with the sergeant-major. There was no need to tell the warrant officer that he was right�� in the nature of things, he was never wrong, did not know how to be.
Lieutenant Willoughby opened the door for Richard to enter the offices and stamped very loudly as he came to attention. Second Lieutenant Presteigne did his best to repeat the performance, showing how very green he was.
�Willoughby, sir!�
�Presteigne, sir!�
�Captain Baker. I am pleased to meet you, gentlemen. I much hope that we shall work well together. We are due to go to France on Friday and will expect to be in the line within a very few days thereafter. I need not say that I know you will do your best. I will say that your best must be unfailingly excellent�� the men have the right to be led by officers of the highest quality. We shall take a large draft out with us and must bring them up to the standard of the survivors of the original company. We shall get to know each other quickly in the field, so just a brief introduction will suffice now. Mr Willoughby, what can you tell me about yourself?�
�Not a lot sir.� Willoughby - much the same age as Richard and undistinguished in appearance, moderately fair, of middle height, pale blue eyes, well-built but not exceptionally so�� gave a diffident smile. �Joined in �13, sir, from Sandhurst as normal. I was Harrow before that, had always intended to join our regiment and was fortunate enough to do so. Now I have been lucky again, sir!�
Hero-worship�� not something Richard had expected, especially from a man his equal in age. He could live with it.
�Mr Presteigne?�
Younger and leaner and darker, still a boy facially.
�I joined when war broke out, sir. From Rugby. I have completed the regiment�s training, sir. I was Cadet Force previously, of course. We Presteignes have always soldiered with the Bedfordshires, sir. Like the Willoughbys. My elder brother is a lieutenant in the 1st Battalion, sir. They are coming back to England, I hear, sir, but he might not be back in time for victory, sir!�
�He will have to be damned slow if that�s the case, Presteigne! We are in retreat still in the west, are trying to form and hold a line from the southern Belgian coast down into northern France. We will be part of the fighting to do that. With luck, we may keep the Germans out of Calais.�
Presteigne did not seem to have read the newspapers or looked at any maps. He was shocked.
�Very briefly, I will demand only that we�� the officers�� are to be first in and last out on every occasion. We ask nothing of the men that we will not do ourselves.�
�Yes, sir. We know that of you, sir!�
It finally occurred to Richard that his medal was to be a burden. He was to be the leader in every bold endeavour, to do more than any other, to search for the opportunity to sacrifice himself. He had been looking forward to a profitable career, but it seemed he would have to survive the war first, and that was easier said than done perhaps.
�We shall meet the company in a few minutes. Do you know them already?�
�The draft was formed on Friday, sir. We met them then. Other than that, we had seen some of the men in various training platoons and companies.�
�A pity. It would have been handy if you had some idea of their various abilities. Get to know them as quickly as you can. Put a name to their faces and have some idea of who they are. Useful if you can call them by name when you�re busy in the field. I found out in Belgium that one of my survivors had a sniper�s skills and another knew a bit about using black powder for demolitions. I should have known beforehand.�
�Sergeant Painter is battalion boxing champion at his weight, sir. He has fought more than once in army competitions and has won several cups for the battalion.�
�Good. Sounds like the right sort - and that�s the sort of thing we need to know about the men.�
What he was saying sounded good and for all Richard knew, it might be true. It was important to sound right, at the beginning.
�Let us go out to the square, gentlemen, to meet our people.�
Sergeant Painter might have been a fine man in the ring but he was limited otherwise. He had the knowledge to work the men on the drill square, which had been sufficient in the depot, and could be relied upon to carry out any order. More than that, thinking for himself, was beyond him.
He was a large man, boxing at cruiserweight, and possessed a cauliflower ear and a squashed nose and little else to remember. He was not the brightest of mortals.
�Draft for D Company, sir, with Private O�Grady added and making sixty-one men, sir. All present and correct, sir.�
�Thank you, Sergeant Painter. Are the men mostly new recruits or have they been posted from companies in the 2nd Battalion?�
That was a hard question.
�New men, sir, apart from them that ain�t.�
Richard saw his error and smiled.
�Thank you, Sergeant Painter. What can you tell me of the corporals?�
�We�ve got two, sir. And a pair of lance-corporals. Them �as been in for a year or two, sir, the corporals longer than the lance-jacks.�
Wholly meaningless and valueless; it established the worth of Sergeant Painter.
�Very good. Shall we inspect the men now?�
Sergeant Painter knew what to do for inspection and led Richard along the three ranks so that he could see the men for himself.
The private soldiers ranged from a dubious eighteen to thirty-five going on forty, the flood of volunteers at the declaration of war bringing all ages to the colours.
At least two of the sixty were well under-age, almost of a certainty, fourteen if that old, able to shave and getting away with a false birth certificate. The document was very simple, a printed form with handwritten entries and an indistinct rubber stamp that any printer�s shop could mock up. It would not have been difficult to lift a batch from the official printery�� they had never been regarded as a valuable item that needed be locked away. No doubt some enterprising gentleman was selling them in town. There was nothing to be done without creating a great fuss. The boys were keen and would probably do the job; if they showed lacking in stamina, they could be sent back, if they survived.
Richard was more inclined to worry that some of the older men might not be able to rough it in the field�� but again, that could be dealt with when the problem arose.
All were well-presented, enthusiastic, wanting nothing better than to go out to fight the Hun. They would learn the error of their ways in due time; for the while, they were as good as he could hope for.
�Very good, Sergeant Painter. The men will be assigned to platoons when they reach France and join the remainder of the company. We will have four corporals, so four platoons. Two sergeants and the three officers you can see. Lieutenants Willoughby and Presteigne will continue to exercise the men as they have been. Rapid fire in the butts is our greatest need. We can reduce drill to the minimum. Have the men experience of route-marches?�
�Yes, sir. Fifteen miles every second day, sir.�
�Good. They will be marching with a full pack when we get to France. Check every man�s gear, Sergeant, and examine their boots. They must have all they need for the field. Put a sharp on the bayonets. Carry on. Officers with me.�
They left the square, with some relief.
�Have we company offices, gentlemen?�
�Not as such, sir, but we have been given space in the depot.�
�Good. What is the procedure for meals?�
�Working dress at breakfast and lunchtime, sir. Mess undress for dinner.�
�Lunch must be the next necessity�� I have some missed meals to make up for. The afternoon will be adequate for all we need do. I want to look at each man�s record�� which should not take too long for the new recruits. Have you batmen?�
�Not as such, sir. There are officers� servants at the depot who are available to transitory officers.�
�That can wait till France, then. We must see what the battalion�s policy may be. What about your own personal items, gentlemen?�
�I have a full set of uniforms, sir. What else do we require?�
�Compass; flashlight; robust pocket watch; waterproof ground sheet; extra boots; petrol lighter; blanket; raincoat; thick stockings� The list is substantial. Do you smoke?�
Neither did.
�Very wise�� it can be difficult to lay one�s hands on gaspers, I am told. Some officers keep hip flasks. That I do not recommend. You will probably carry a rifle in the field so you might consider a webbing belt and pouches.�
They were amazed that an officer might use a rifle.
�A revolver is useless, unless you are another Billy the Kid. With a rifle, you can be useful in repelling an attack and you are less visible to snipers. The only occasion on which I used a revolver I needed six shots to hit a man who was no more than five yards from me by the end, with a great big bayonet he intended to stick into me. I carried a rifle after that.�
�Even so, sir. Not quite the thing for a gentleman.�
�It is for a gentleman who wishes to live, Presteigne.�
�What do we need to look out for in the field, sir?�
�Your men! The men do the bulk of the fighting. You are there to assist them to do their work. Feed them; supply them with billets; care for their health where possible. Other than that, simply show yourself as present and sharing their risks.�
It was not the concept of leadership that they had been taught previously, but they were not to argue with a company commander, particularly this one.
Lunch was taken semi-formally, officers waited on at table but not expected all to sit at the same time, as was the case for dinner. It was a lighter meal and unaccompanied by official alcohol, though Richard noticed a number of officers to have glasses with them.
�Watch the drink when in the field, gentlemen. Very easy, I would think, to take a nip or two to recruit the spirits, as one might say.�
The afternoon disclosed that fifty out of the sixty-one in the draft were new recruits, joined up since the outbreak of war.
�Means they are unlikely to be riflemen of the quality of the old professionals, gentlemen. My company could rattle off twenty aimed rounds in a minute, firing from behind cover. Eighty men producing that rate of fire will stop any attack. It does mean that you must have ammunition to hand. Sixty rounds is simply inadequate. The men must have twice that and as much again sat in the company reserve, and a damned sight more at battalion.�
�Regulations, sir?�
�Are of interest to generals and such. They are none of our business. Our function is to kill Germans and keep our men alive by any means available.�
It was very puzzling.
�What of the eleven of experienced men? Why have we got them? O�Grady, I asked for�� he looks like a valuable rogue. What do you know of the others?�
Nothing it seemed�� it had not occurred to them that they should. Richard explained that they had been transferred from other units and probably thrown out as incompetents or troublemakers. He knew what he would have done had he been asked to pass over some of his men.
They examined the personal records of the ten, particularly their crime sheets.
�Seven with repeated drunkenness; periods of confinement as well as the normal stoppages. Watch them for carrying bottles in their packs. Other than that�� they will not find much to drink out in the fields of France. What of the other three? One with two charges of theft against him; one habitually insubordinate; one �indecent conduct�. What does the Army define that as, I wonder? Do you know, Willoughby?�
The man who had passed out of Sandhurst in peacetime was more familiar with Army law.
�Yes, sir. Very rude behaviour, sir. Generally with other men. It normally receives a long sentence and dishonourable discharge, sir.�
Richard took another look at the sheet, saw that the charge had not been proved; it had gone to court martial and had been dismissed there.
�His company officer seems to have disagreed with the court, sir. He could do nothing about it though.�
�He is innocent, until proven guilty. What�s his name? Coles? Watch him!�
They nodded gravely.
�We shall put these ten into different platoons where possible. Split them up and tell their corporals to keep a close eye on them. I don�t like having a known thief in our ranks. I shall warn our sergeants and they can have a word with the corporals.�
Again, they nodded.
�How many are marksmen? What of other skills?�
They promised to find out.
They parted to dress for dinner, entered the mess anteroom together.
All of the depot officers were present, had clearly been instructed to turn up a few minutes earlier than normal. The adjutant of 2nd Battalion called them to attention and led them in the salute.
Richard was taken by surprise, as was the intention, responded awkwardly. There was a general laugh and the colonel commanding the depot presented him with a double Scotch.
�Welcome, Captain Baker!�
Richard smiled and raised his glass to the throng, which was, luckily, the appropriate response.
There was no further reference to the decoration - the Regiment had made its respect clear.
Richard followed his orders in the morning, driven down by staff car and arriving at the Palace a little before the stated time and being taken to the waiting room and joining the fifty or so there for the investiture. To his horror, he was the sole VC of the day and was therefore put firmly at the front of the assembled party, awards being granted in their own precedence, not in order of the recipients� rank. There were three generals to receive the DSO, all in line behind him and making a show of pleasure at his prominence.
�As it should be, boy! Well-earned from all I hear. You honour the whole Army.�
It was a ridiculous burden they had placed upon him. All he had wanted was to force his father to keep him in idle comfort for all his days and now he had to live up to the medal they had given him. Richard went to meet his King with a scowl on his face�� interpreted by all present as a plain man�s discomfiture at being forced into the limelight.
He stood with his family for seconds afterwards before a sleek staff officer �borrowed him for a few minutes� and placed him before a bevy of photographers and then allowed reporters to ask him questions, all of them obvious and easily answered. It was over inside half an hour and he was returned to the bosom of his kin.
His normally bumptious father was almost overawed by the occasion.
�They made us stand in a group together and took a picture of us, boy! �The proud family�, that�s what it will be in tomorrow�s papers! I�ll put an order into the newsagent when we get back to Kettering! All of them, and the Sundays, too. Are you still for France on Friday?�
�Those are the orders, sir. I won�t be able to get back to Kettering before then, so I must make my farewells here and now, sir.�
�So you must. You�ve done better nor I ever hoped of you, Richard. Showed me I were wrong in writing you off. Don�t go killing yourself trying to do more! Had some sort of general stop and say a few words while you was stood in front of the cameras. Sensible old bloke, he was, said you must not let them stick your head on the chopping block, doing the impossible because you�ve got the ribbon up. He�s right. Do your best but come back home again.�
His sisters kissed him goodbye, tearfully; his mother was too busy fumbling with a hatpin to do anything more and was rather surprised when she was ushered into a cab to return to St Pancras station.
�Oh! Has he gone? Is it all over? You must tell me all about it, girls!�
Richard was put back into the staff car and returned to Bedford, �for his own good, he should not be let out in London on his own for a day or two�. His face was in all the newspapers and he would be made enthusiastically welcome wherever he went. Wiser not to be visible.
The draft set out on Friday, covering the distance to the station at the formal march pace and ignoring the cheers from the shoppers they passed in the streets. Their train was on time, mostly because it originated in Bedford and had had no opportunity to be delayed. There were two buses waiting for them and they crossed London quickly and were pushed aboard the first available troop train and decanted at Dover Harbour and pointed up the brow of one of several ferries and troopers waiting there.
It was all very quick and efficient.
�What does this say to you, Willoughby?�
�Jolly good organisation, sir?�
Richard grinned and shook his head, playing the part of the older, wiser man.
�To an extent. More likely they are in a panic to get more men up to the sharp end. The chances are that we shall be marching to the fighting before nightfall.�
Calais bore out Richard�s prediction. No sooner were the three officers from first class reunited with the draft than a redcap came running up, saluting as he took in Richard�s chest.
�Sir! What unit, sir?�
�D Company 3rd Beds, draft from the depot.�
The redcap glanced at his movement sheet on the clipboard he carried.
�Very good, sir. Transport is waiting, sir. The battalion marched day before yesterday and you are to catch up with them. This way, sir.�
Four hours later they were pushed out of their steam lorries at a chaotic camp southwest of Ypres.
�3rd Beds? Follow the guide, sir. About five miles.�
They marched down muddy lanes, breaking up under the passage of heavy guns and ration wagons, conscious of a growing noise to the north and east, a rumble of gunfire over the unceasing rattle of small arms. At intervals the draft was forced onto the crumbling verge by horse-drawn ambulances crawling in the opposite direction. Once they stopped for a party of walking wounded, covered in mud, the only clean part of them the fresh, brightly stained bandages.
Two hours and they came to a stretch of woodland and the headquarters company, a party of a bare two dozen and four officers, including Colonel Braithwaite.
�Welcome back, Baker! You have made good time. The remainder of the company is holding the trenches we have scraped out along the hill. You should join them as soon as possible. Push your front out a hundred yards to your left. E Company has an over-sized stretch to cover at the moment. You are to hold, come what may. Off you go.�
From the edge of the copse it was possible to get a feeling for the ground they were occupying. There was a low hill to the front, little more than an easy slope of a hundred feet, less perhaps, and running more or less north-south. He could see a shallow trench following the crest, men just visible, brown against the mud. To the immediate front was a field battery, small guns, howitzers of some sort, Richard did not know what they were; they were firing rapidly, throwing shells over the hill as fast as they could load them.
�Up the hill, gentlemen! Sergeant Painter, to the left and find E Company and then take the trench from their right. Go.�
The trench, so-called, was at most four feet deep, the earth still fresh and raw; it had been dug in a hurry overnight, was no more than a long hole in the ground.
�Presteigne, make contact with E Company on the left, tell them we have eighty men and work out how much of the trench is ours and then set men out in two platoons under their corporals. I shall organise them further when we have time. Willoughby, go right, find who our neighbours are and establish where our line ends. I shall find Sergeant Grace, who is our senior. At some point you will find Corporals Ekins and Abbott taking men for their platoons and extending their section of the trench. And keep your heads down!�
The pair scuttled off and Richard ran forward and proceeded to disobey his own order by jumping into the trench and then looking out over the crest.
There was a valley about a furlong wide with a shallow stream down its centre and a slightly higher hill on the other side. The bottomland was full of German infantry, trying to push forward. A guess said a full brigade attempting to march through the mud and across the watercourse. They seemed to be concentrating towards Richard�s position, where there had been fewer riflemen opposing them.
D Company was immediately behind him, jumping into the trench and settling down.
�Up! Rapid aimed fire! Sights to one hundred yards! Fire!�
Sergeant Grace appeared from his right.
�Sir!�
�Sixty-one men for the Company, Sergeant. Get a runner back for ammunition, they only have sixty rounds apiece. You are senior NCO. Have we got a spare rifle?�
�Pinched one a couple of days back, sir. I�ll get it to you at soonest.�
Grace ran.
Richard had noted that the old sergeant�s face was grey, showing too much unbroken effort for too many weeks. He would have to go back soon, but was too valuable to lose� He would die of heart failure if he kept up his current efforts. A week or two and he must go, but not yet, there was nobody to replace him.
The additional sixty rifles broke the German attack. They were in the open, perfect targets for competent riflemen. Richard noticed that they kept their discipline as they withdrew; it was not a rout.
Sergeant Grace came back with the rifle and webbing and pouches.
�Well done, Sergeant. Feels more comfortable with this to hand. Have we got shovels?�
�Forty for the battalion, sir. Most of them Germans carry little folding shovels, sir. Some of them got almost up to the trench, sir, first attack.�
�Get a party out to grab them while they�re still reorganising. Quickly.�
Ten minutes saw a dozen shovels retrieved and put to work, deepening and widening the trench.
�Get a wooding party down to the copse behind us. Firewood, as much as possible. Can�t exist without tea. I want a dugout as soon as possible to store company ammunition reserves, Sergeant Grace. We need to organise the new men into their platoons as well.�
�In hand, sir. You need an orderly if we are to stay in a trenchline, sir. Always useful to have a runner.�
�New man, Sergeant. O�Grady�� he�s been a sergeant in his time and saw service in the Boer War. Put him up as soon as there�s a vacancy. For the while, he can work to me.�
�Good. We need to have one or two men ready to go up. Ekins and Abbott are good at their job but they take too many risks trying to look after their people. Still Terriers in their minds, sir, looking after their neighbours and all that.�
�Try to bring them on, Sergeant. If they survive, they will be the sort we want as sergeants. I�ve got two corporals and two lances in the draft, but I don�t know them yet. Keep an eye on the lieutenants�� they seem to be good enough. Did you ever hear anything of Lieutenant Smithers, by the way?�
�Not official like, sir.�
Richard raised an eyebrow�� he knew he must not ask to be given the other ranks� buzz. All must be kept to the status of rumour accidentally overheard so that he could tell any court of inquiry that he �knew� nothing.
�What I sort of heard, sir, was that he got about three miles back with the walking wounded and two of them had to stop for a break, being too much for them, hurt as they were. He tried to pull rank then, ordered the party to march on and leave them as they was slowing everybody down. Then, what happened, sir, as close as I can get it, is there was a bit of a misunderstanding and one of them what still had his rifle shot at one of them airyplanes what was flying over them and somehow the bullet hit poor Mr Smithers. Blew his head off, sir. Tragic it was. Then they picked up the two men and took it in turns to carry them in.�
�Least said, soonest mended, Sergeant Grace.�
�That�s what I say, sir. It�s not as if he was a loss to the battalion, sir. Been a scandal if he�d been put before a court and shot, what he would have been most likely. Better off this way.�
�So it is. No report made, I presume?�
�None, sir.�
�Keep it that way. Does the Colonel know?�
�Doubt it, sir.�
�I�ll tell him one day�� but not yet. Let it get cold before he hears anything.�
��Missing believed killed�, that will do for him, sir.�
�Could be any of us before too long, Sergeant. Can we hold here, do you think?�
�If we get more men, sir, more battalions into the line, then yes. There�s a line forming north and south of us. That�s why they was trying to push through, sir. If they can�t break us here this week, they ain�t going any further.�
�Good. Keep the men digging. If we get deep enough, get them to cut out little dugouts for sleeping.�
A carrying party brought up ten thousand rounds for the company that afternoon and extra cold rations. An hour later another fatigue party carried in dixies of warm mutton stew�� it had been hot when it left the field kitchens.
�Bloody awful food, Willoughby, but better than none. Eat up, man! You can�t fight hungry.�
The young lieutenant�s face showed an appreciation of the horrors of war.
There were attacks on the following day, but almost half-hearted as if the Germans were slowly accepting that their big push to the coast had failed.
A party of engineers came in late afternoon.
�Got a coil of barbed wire, Captain. Show you how to set the posts and fix a couple of lines in front of your trench. Pickaxes and shovels and sledgehammers for the posts, as well. Get used to it, sir�� going to be a lot of wire before too long. We are to show you how to build a company machine gun position as well. There will be a Vickers team added in the next few days. You are lucky here, Captain, being up on a bit of a ridgeline. Most of the Front is on low ground�� the trenches full of mud; you�ve only got six inches underfoot and that�s nothing compared to most. You can cut ditches to drain your trench. Make the best of it�� you�re going to be here for a long time!�
A fortnight and they had settled in, were attempting to make themselves comfortable. Each platoon had its dugout, a little cave with a wooden and corrugated iron roof under four feet of dirt, so that half of the men could sleep under cover while the remainder were on duty. They had collected a substantial amount of firewood, were able to keep the tea kettles boiling and warm their hands at least when off duty.
Richard sat back in the officers� dugout, tea in hand.
�Home from home, gentlemen. We can expect to be here for a month or two, I would imagine, a little longer perhaps. It will take a few weeks to put together a force of guns and foot to make a breakthrough and let the cavalry loose behind the German lines. Probably best not attempted in midwinter, so April or May of �15 before we bring it to an end! Six months to victory, gentlemen!�
They toasted their inevitable success in army tea, knowing that the worst was over; the next stage must be a walkover.
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