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1

Old and New

THE HAMPSHIRE COUNTRYSIDE gleamed dully after a heavy overnight mist. The big house which dominated the Hawks Hill estate and outlying farm cottages felt damp despite the fires in each room which had been laid and lit long before dawn.

From a window in his study Major General Harry Blackwood gazed out at the grey clouds and frowned. November. At any other time he would have relished this month with its first meeting of the local hunt of which he was Master, but he could not dispel his apprehension, which both worried and irritated him. In a few weeks it was the birth not only of a new year but also of a new century. The thought disturbed him more than he would ever admit to Deirdre, his wife, or anyone else. When 1899 closed he knew his life would somehow lose its purpose. This might even be his last November. He swung away from the window and looked around the room with its dark panelled walls and cheerful log fire. The servants and visitors to Hawks Hill always referred to this as the General’s Room. Indeed it contained innumerable relics and mementoes of his life and career in the Royal Marines. A portrait of his father hung on one wall. As he had lived, not as he had died here in this great house. Stern-faced and proud in his scarlet coatee, one hand resting on his sword. Even the sword was mounted in a glass case. Pictures, weapons, fox masks, a bugle with a hole punched through it. It was not difficult to see the expression of horror on the boy’s face as he had been cut down by a bullet even as he was sounding the Charge.

Harry Blackwood was sixty-seven years old but in his immaculately cut frock coat he was as straight-backed and trim as the day he had won his majority in the Corps he loved so dearly. But his features told a different story. There were deep crowsfeet around his eyes caused by staring at sun and sky in so many ships, so many campaigns in all parts of the globe. His hair and neatly clipped moustache were white, in marked contrast with his skin, which was like tooled leather.

He crossed to the fire and lifted his coat tails to benefit from the blaze. He had been born here in this house which had been in the Blackwood family for four generations and purchased originally by old Samuel Blackwood: the last of a long line of soldiers. After him all the Blackwoods had been Royal Marines, although Harry had never been able to discover how the change had come about. The main house was a great rambling place which had begun as a fortified Tudor farmhouse. Added to over the years, it spread in several directions with cellars and tiny attics which had once delighted the Blackwood children like a magic castle. It even had a moat, although that was only half filled nowadays; a home for geese and swans.

He heard his wife speaking with one of the maids beyond the door and hoped she would not disturb him. A quiet, faded lady, it was difficult to recall her as the vibrant girl she had once been. She had given him three sons, all of whom were now in the Corps. The youngest, Jonathan, had joined his first ship at Portsmouth just two weeks ago.

Deirdre had been tearful about it but had made no protest when her husband had insisted that his sons should follow the family tradition.

The General had many fixed ideas, one being that women in any kind of authority could not be tolerated. Even the Queen whom he had served for the whole of his life irritated him. Still on the throne after sixty-one years. It did not seem possible. With the British Empire spreading to encompass the whole world you needed strong and decisive leadership, an example for those who had to defend it.

He smiled grimly, the years falling from his features as he did so. It was proclaimed that the sun never set on the Empire. Nor would it while there were still marines.

The door opened slightly but it was Briggs, once his trusted attendant and orderly, now his valet, his shadow.

‘Well man?’ His voice was sharp. He was not looking forward to the next moments. The thought of them had spoiled the morning, and Deirdre might just be inclined to argue with him.

‘Young Mr Blackwood is ’ere, sir.’ Briggs eyed him warily. He knew all the General’s moods and had been at his side on blood-reddened decks with all hell breaking loose around them. In the desert, and the jungle, wherever the Royal Marines had been called to action.

‘Give me a few minutes, Briggs.’

Briggs withdrew. He knew this mood. Keep a young officer waiting, even if he was one of the family. Make ’em sweat a while.

Alone again the General walked to the place of honour in his collection. A great painting depicting a battle which had raged in the Crimea, snow, flashing guns, grim-faced marines with fixed bayonets running and dying to the summit of that terrible redoubt. Framed against one fiery explosion was a solitary officer, sword high over his head as he urged his dwindling followers to drive the Russians away from their guns.

Philip Blackwood, Harry’s half-brother, was that officer. Now as then he was a hero in the General’s eyes. All those years ago when Harry had been a youthful lieutenant like the one he was about to receive in this room, Philip’s life had been marked with pain. His wife Davern had died in childbirth, and Philip just ten years later from a fever he contracted in India.

The General had taken it upon himself to care for and raise Philip’s only son Ralf. Maybe he and Deirdre had spoiled him because of his background. He had never known his mother, and seen little enough of Philip, who like all serving officers had been more away from the country than in it.

Ralf Blackwood was eighteen, the same age as Jonathan, and was until recently at Woolwich, the Court Division as it was nicknamed. There was no other similarity with the General’s youngest son. Ralf had some of his father’s good looks, but was resentful of discipline, and inclined to sulk if admonished.

For although the General’s military activities were now confined to occasional ceremonials in London or twenty miles away at the Royal Marines’ barracks at Portsmouth he retained a close link with the Corps and had plenty of friends who were still serving.

He knew all about Ralf’s heavy gambling in the mess. His frequent outbursts of temper when he had been accused of cheating. Being a bad loser usually led to something worse. Had his weakness been women the General would have understood and probably encouraged him. As a boy he had had his first woman, one of the servant girls, right here at Hawks Hill. There had been dozens since of every class and colour.

Deirdre knew the General’s record but like most things she never mentioned it.

The door opened and Ralf Blackwood entered. He was in uniform, the scarlet tunic bright in the poor light.

The General said, ‘You look well.’

Ralf exclaimed, ‘I’ve come from Portsmouth, Uncle.’ He sounded as if he could not believe it himself. ‘I was sent to the barracks yesterday. No notice. Nothing. The Colonel must be mad!’

The General snapped, ‘Don’t be so bloody impertinent! You were sent to Portsmouth to join a new detachment which is going overseas.’ He added dryly, ‘I can see you know that too. But I was the one who arranged the transfer. For your own good and that of the Corps.’

Ralf stood his ground, his face pale and astonished.

‘I want to resign, Uncle.’

‘Say sir when you address me. You are my nephew, but today I am speaking as your superior. You have been gambling heavily. Again.’

‘They all do it.’ He flinched under the General’s cold stare. ‘Sir.’

‘Three hundred pounds, I believe?’ He saw it strike home like a bullet. ‘And just how did you intend to repay the debt?’

‘I – I’ll borrow –’

The General ignored him and glanced again at the picture. In the flickering glow from the fire it seemed to be alive. In quieter moments he often relived it. The terrible crack of grenades as he had blown up the magazine on the redoubt, the shock of seeing his hero Philip fall wounded in the bloody snow.

‘Your father should have got the Victoria Cross for what he did.’ He touched his coat as if to seek the precious decoration. ‘Instead I got it. With my eldest son David, that makes two VCs in the family, not a bad achievement, wouldn’t you say?’ It was all he could do to keep the bitterness from his voice as he thought of his mother, elegant and beautiful, but a whore for all that. Society had known of her relationship with the late Lord Cleveland and others like him. It was never mentioned, but like troops in battle society had closed ranks and excluded her. Harry blamed her for the harm she had done him. A major general, and awarded the most coveted decoration the country could bestow, but no knighthood like some of his contemporaries, most of whom had never attained such merit.

A knighthood would have rounded things off and Deirdre would have liked it. He thought of her mild tolerance for some of the things he had done in his life. More than that, she deserved it. He thought suddenly of his eldest son David, a captain and somewhere at sea on passage for Hong Kong under orders.

He frowned and did not notice Ralf’s sudden apprehension. David had got his Victoria Cross at the capture of Benin. Now he was on his way to the Far East, eventually to China unless the situation there eased. The Chinese mandarins were becoming troublesome again and it was hinted that there might be actual attacks on British trade missions and foreign legations. So why was David being wasted there? With his record, and a captain at twenty-seven, he should have been sent to one of the new iron battleships for further experience and promotion. It seemed almost like a punishment after what he had done in Africa.

He said crisply, ‘You will be going to the Far East by troopship. With luck you will be placed under David’s command. I say with luck because there are those who would be quick to see your manners as insolence. I will not tolerate any more of this gambling. It will only drive you to something far more serious and bring disgrace on the family. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Yes, sir.’ He looked at the floor, the corners of his mouth turned down like a pouting child.

The General snorted, ‘Resign indeed!’ It was strange that Philip, his beloved half-brother, had once intended to resign from the Corps. Philip had imagined he liked action too much. Maybe David’s experiences in Africa had hardened him too?

‘I shall see Mother before I leave, sir.’

The General relented but only very slightly. There was more at stake than family affections. ‘Do that and then return to the barracks. I wish you good luck.’

When he turned his head the room was empty again.

He sat down wearily. The brief interview had drained him. Getting old. Past it.

He would pay off young Ralf’s debts. He gave a rueful smile. Could have been worse.

Briggs padded back into the room, a glass of sherry balanced on his small silver tray.

Harry stared. ‘Sun’s not over the yardarm yet, man!’

Briggs grinned. ‘Can’t be sure in this weather, sir.’ He saw the General’s hand shake slightly as he took the glass.

Harry said, ‘I’d better see the steward this morning, I suppose.’ It was the part of Hawks Hill and all its farm workers and smallholdings he hated. They were always complaining, asking for new roofs, more livestock, it never stopped. He had spent a fortune on the estate. The local hunt, the hounds, and a lavish fashion of entertaining which was the talk of the county.

Trent, the estate steward, was an old woman, he decided. Always hinting at bankruptcy, the need to sell off land to pay for what he had the gall to describe as extravagances.

He thought of Ralf’s pale, defiant face and stood up abruptly.

‘Maybe the boy’ll have lunch before he leaves.’

Briggs looked away. ‘’E’s gone already, sir.’

‘Damn!’ The General left the room and saw his wife watching him from the entrance hall. Reproachful, hurt, it was hard to tell.

‘Had to put him right, m’dear.’ It sounded defensive and that angered him too. ‘Young idiot.’

‘Quite so, dear.’ She smiled gently. ‘But you’ll pay off his debts just the same, if I know you.’

The General straightened his back and touched his neat moustache, suddenly pleased with her remark.

He took her arm and led her into the big drawing room where the windows faced a stone-flagged terrace and a line of bare trees beyond. It looked cold and miserable outside these stout walls, he thought.

They sat down and Harry stretched his legs. ‘Did I ever tell you how Philip and I chased some slavers halfway across Africa?’

She smiled. ‘Remind me, dear.’ A hundred times or more. But he obviously needed reassuring, to relive those moments which became more precious with each passing month.

The General leaned back. ‘It was this way –’

Briggs walked away. The General sometimes got his facts mixed up when he told his stories. Only his longing to be back with the Corps remained the same.

Captain David Blackwood lay motionless on his vibrating bunk and stared at the slowly revolving fan overhead. He was completely naked, his tanned limbs spreadeagled to catch even the slightest coolness, but there seemed to be no relief.

Around and below him the little paddle-steamer Cocatrice squeaked and rattled as her hull deeped over the long undulating swell of the Indian Ocean.

Blackwood was beginning to wonder if he had made the right decision when he had decided to take passage in the small mail and passenger steamship.

When he had received his orders to proceed to Hong Kong he had been serving as acting major aboard the massive battleship Royal Sovereign in the Mediterranean. After all the land-fighting he had seen and shared at the capture and burning of Benin in the Niger Protectorate he had felt strangely out of place in a powerful man-of-war, a symbol of Britain’s unchallenged might at sea.

Even in the Mediterranean there had been plenty of action when the Royal Navy had taken steps to evacuate Christians who had somehow escaped the terrible Turkish massacre the previous year.

He could have waited for passage in a warship, but the Cocatrice was faster if only because of her lack of armament.

He touched his bare skin with his fingers. It was almost dusk and yet he was still damp with sweat. It had been another long, hot day in the Indian Ocean, ninety degrees of blazing sunshine and not a breath of air.

He too had been thinking of Hawks Hill all those hundreds, thousands of miles away. The gardens, the terraces, the agelessness of the rooms with their great pictures and proud portraits.

His youngest brother, Jonathan, would be at sea by now unless there had been some delay. Neil, the middle brother who was twenty-three, was probably still serving as a lieutenant in a frigate in India. Communications might be far superior to those of his father’s day, but it still took a long, long while to discover what was happening around the fleet.

He closed his eyes and half listened to the rumble of the great paddles. The passage seemed as if it would never end. They had spent a week at Trincomalee where he had been invited to several dances and receptions aboard ships there. Thank God for the Suez Canal, he thought. It did cut the monotonous journey by weeks.

It would be cold and frosty in Hampshire. Bare trees, sodden hedgerows. He felt his lips smile. Heaven.

Singapore next, then Hong Kong, and then? It was pointless to think further than that. The Chinese situation might have settled itself. He might easily be sent home to England, another ship.

He thought of the day he had joined the Royal Sovereign at Gibraltar. The glances in the mess, the way they looked from his Victoria Cross to his face as if to discover something. Even the battleship’s captain had received him with something like awe.

‘Two VCs in one family.’ He had asked dryly, ‘Have you finished now?’

And yet the only thing that had made that fight on the Niger River different for Blackwood had been its ferocity and the firm belief that he was going to be killed.

His captain had died within minutes, a sergeant major next, and two experienced marines before Lieutenant David Blackwood had been made to realize that it was upon himself and a small squad of marines that the whole flank depended.

His hand moved up to his shoulder and rested momentarily on a livid scar. The bullet had remained embedded in his body for a whole day before he could find a surgeon. In that climate and under such conditions it was a marvel the surgeon had not lopped of his arm. As it was he still felt pain on occasion. He smiled again, the shadows falling from his face, making him look younger than his twenty-seven years.

There was the girl in Trincomalee. The young wife of an army paymaster who had gone into the interior to visit some isolated infantry unit.

She had made the stay in Ceylon memorable with the fierceness of her passion, her need of him. Her husband was either a lot older than she, or unaware of the luck he should have enjoyed. She had knelt over him in that tall, cool room one night, her loosened hair touching his body until his eagerness for her was roused yet again. She had kissed the scar so that the shame he had felt over it seemed dispersed and forgotten.

He peered at his watch on its stand beside the bunk. It would be laughable but for the discomfort. For even in the little Cocatrice you dressed for dinner. Swan, his servant and attendant, would be here soon to arrange a bath and lay out a clean shirt and all the rest of it.

Then in the cramped saloon, with the captain at the head of the table, he would have to endure a hot curry, and some conversation which got more stilted with each league steamed.

There were ten passengers including two Catholic nuns who were intending to join a mission somewhere in China. One was old, the other quite young and pretty. The sailors had been ordered by the captain to mind their language as they worked the ship. He on the other hand, who was a model of good behaviour in the saloon, had a tongue like a lash when he was on his bridge.

Blackwood threw his legs over the side of his bunk and ruffled his dark hair. In the mirror above the small washstand and dressing case he saw his eyes watching himself. Tawny-brown like his mother’s. An ordinary face, he told himself, with lines by his mouth as evidence of his suffering after being wounded.

He saw the door open in the mirror, Swan’s head coming round it as it always did. The ritual was about to be repeated.

Private Jack Swan of the RMLI had a round, homely face like a polished apple. Hampshire born and bred, he came from a family of marines. That was so common in the Corps it was barely ever mentioned except by exasperated drill-sergeants on the barracks square. ‘Don’t suppose yew ’ad a mother or father, did yer?’

Swan was the same age as Blackwood and the latter had given up trying to make him go for promotion to corporal. Swan was intelligent and quick, both at his duties and in the fury of a battle. He had been with him for three years and whenever Blackwood had mentioned the subject Swan had replied in his round Hampshire dialect, ‘Better wait ‘n’ see, sir. Early days.’ It was hopeless.

Swan reached into the canvas wardrobe and took out the mess jacket. Like everything else he supervised it was perfect, but it gave him time to glance at his master. Not. the young captain with a VC but the man underneath.

Captain Blackwood had the look of recklessness which made him appeal to women. Swan knew that better than most. He was not one to drive his men when they were doing their best either. But get on the wrong side of him and you would soon know it. They said his father, the old Major General, had been like him once. Blood, guts and women.

Swan gave his secret smile. Promotion indeed. Just being with the young captain was worth all the stripes in the bloody Corps!

Africa, then the Med, next China. In the Corps you took it all for granted. Like their motto. By sea and land. Barracks or frigate, mud huts or stockade, you were still a marine.

The captain’s next appointment bothered Swan a bit. He was a hero. Swan had felt quite proud when he had read it in the newspaper. It seemed to rub off on him in some way. He had been with him when those black bastards had tried to cut down the Royals. Swan had lost some good mates on that bloody awful day. He’d not forget that in a hurry.

Unbeknown to either of them, Swan and Captain Blackwood’s father thought much the same about the proposed appointment.

The Chinks had learned their lesson back in the fifties in the Arrow War as it was called. In 1856 the Chinese had seized a British ship of that name and it had resulted in the bombardment of Canton and a considerable loss of life. In Swan’s uncomplicated mind there seemed little likelihood that anything like that would be repeated.

Later at dinner in the Cocatrice’s saloon Blackwood had to use something like physical effort to prevent his eyelids from drooping.

The curry had been extra hot, and the captain’s wine limp and warm.

The two nuns said nothing, their eyes hidden by their wimples. Only once did the young one glance up as Blackwood replied to the captain’s comment about a Boer uprising in South Africa.

Blackwood had been thinking about something else. Of Hawks Hill, and what his brother Neil had written to him about their father’s expensive tastes. The farmers did not like the hunt trampling over their fields but could do nothing about it. The labourers on the estate met nothing but rebuffs whenever they tried to have improvements made to their cottages. Trent, the estate steward, had told them to shut up or get out, and jobs were not so easy to find as winter closed in.

Something would have to be done, otherwise Hawks Hill would find itself in serious debt.

He had looked at the captain and had replied, ‘If it comes to anything I expect we’ll have to go in and finish the fight for the army!’ Perhaps it had come out sharper than he had intended. Maybe he was just tired, but he saw the girl’s eyes lift to his face. Her empty untroubled expression had made him feel clumsy and childish.

The captain laughed. ‘Always spoiling for a battle, you lot are!’

One of the passengers, a rubber planter returning to Singapore with his newly found wife from England, leaned over the table and said loudly, ‘I see you have the VC, er, Captain Blackwood. Would you care to tell us how you won it?’

Blackwood looked at him coldly. ‘No.’

The planter grinned at his wife. ‘Modest too.’

Blackwood stood up abruptly. ‘Please excuse me.’

He heard the captain murmur, ‘He’s had a bad time, poor fellow. Must make allowances.’ He also heard the planter’s loud guffaw. He suddenly wanted to return to the saloon and tell them in straight, unvarnished words what it was like, really like, not just once when someone gave you a medal, but all the other occasions in places which most Britons had never heard of. What right had those nuns to look at him as if he was some sort of animal?

Always spoiling for a battle, the captain had said. He had only been joking, but it was probably true. Aboard Royal Sovereign with her endless drills and ceremonial Blackwood had thought of those other times, the fear and elation, the ready comradeship and rough humour which had made his men special. A walk on deck, then some brandy in the cabin. Another day nearer his destination.

There would be some familiar faces at Singapore, rumours to discuss.

He walked to the guardrails and watched the great frothing wash sweeping astern from one of the paddles. Ships such as this one were putting paid to sail. The steam engine and the opening of the Suez Canal through which the square-riggers could not navigate were making sure of it.

Blackwood had been in the Corps for nine years and had served aboard a sailing frigate when he had first gone to sea. He remembered it clearly. The creaking spars and booming canvas, the sense of mystery which sailing vessels still retained. What was it some old tar had said? Sail is a lady. Steam a bundle of iron. He smiled and returned to the companion way.

Within minutes of his head touching the pillow Captain David Blackwood of the Royal Marines Light Infantry, Victoria Cross and Mentioned in Despatches, was fast asleep.

The Officer Commanding Troops of the big transport Aurora leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingertips together. All round the cabin the hull shook to the thump of booted feet, the clatter of tackles and shouted orders as the last of the military came on board.

The Aurora was very old and fitted with a single propellor which would probably break down before they reached the Bay of Biscay. He hoped it would not be the case, for the trooper was packed to the deck beams with soldiers, guns, supplies, even some mules and horses, many of which were destined for the latest trouble in South Africa. A whole company of Royal Marines had been the last to arrive on board. The OC Troops did not like the Royal Marines. They were neither one thing nor the other in his view.

Outside the stout hull he heard the muffled sound of a military band on Portsmouth Point as it ran through its repertoire of lively and patriotic tunes. A great crowd had gathered on the harbour wall and pier to watch the old ship put to sea. Mothers and children, wives and lovers. Troopships were only too common as they sailed to the ends of the Empire to restore peace and good order, to attack and destroy the Queen’s enemies. But to the watching crowd each ship was different.

The rain was sheeting down. He would be glad to leave. But he had to see a junior second lieutenant of the Royal Marines. He snapped, ‘Enter!’

Ralf Blackwood marched through the door and halted smartly in front of the desk.

The OC Troops said coolly, ‘You should see one of your own officers. I have a thousand things to deal with. However –’

He would have liked to have kicked him out of the cabin, but a friend had told him that this young marine came from an important family.

Ralf Blackwood was still not sure what he had been expecting when he had marched with a full company from the barracks to Portsmouth dockyard. Even here in harbour his stomach heaved from a mixture of smells. Horses and men, cabbage water, tar and sweat. Once at sea he would probably be sick.

‘My quarters are inadequate, sir.’

‘What?’ He swallowed his anger. ‘Four officers to a cabin. When I was your age, your rank, I was lucky to get a berth at all!’

Ralf hung his head. ‘I’m not even sharing with a Royal Marine, sir.’

That did it. ‘Not good enough, eh?’ He flung some papers aside from his desk and stared furiously at a list of names and cabins. ‘Three second lieutenants from the Rifles! They’re the ones who should be objecting!’

Ralf Blackwood stared at a point above the other officer’s left epaulette. Damn him to hell, and his uncle too for landing him in this slum. He thought of London, the bright-eyed girls, the music and the balls he so enjoyed.

He did not really know his cousin David but from what he had heard he was not one to take any misdemeanour lightly. It was all so damned unfair. He felt his eyes smart with despair. A warship would at least be tolerable. Where they were going sounded like the end of the earth.

The OC Troops winced as something very heavy crashed down on the upper desk and was followed by a stream of obscenities from one of the ship’s petty officers. He could waste no more time.

‘I have little to do with your Corps.’ His tone was icy. ‘But I can only advise you to think less of yourself and a bit more of your responsibility, if you have any!’

Ralf snapped his heels together and left the cabin, his face devoid of expression but inwardly seething.

The major in command of the marines saw him and shouted, ‘And just where the bloody hell have you been?’ Like the OC Troops, he was preoccupied with getting his own people settled in their overcrowded quarters. ‘Report to the Adjutant at the double, sir!’

An artillery lieutenant touched Ralf’s sleeve as the angry major strode away.

‘Never mind him. I understand you’re quite a hand at cards?’

Ralf was both surprised and flattered by the other officer’s knowledge.

He thought of the General’s Room, the great house which but for his parents’ deaths might have been his.

They treated him like a child. Aunt Deirdre and her dreamy detachment from daily events. And his uncle, always on at him to remember the family, uphold the honour of the Corps. He was a fine one to lecture him. Ralf had heard things about the General’s mother, about Harry Blackwood’s own affairs with whores no better than she.

Ralf replied calmly, ‘Any time.’

The artillery lieutenant grinned. ‘As soon as we leave harbour.’

Ralf watched him go. This time his luck must change.

His sergeant found him and saluted.

‘The men are waitin’, sir.’ He ran his eyes over the second lieutenant, critical and anxious. He would have to carry this one, he could see all the signs. Spoiled, arrogant, lazy. But if he let down the platoon and the adjutant became aware of it he knew who would get the blame.

‘Let them wait, Sergeant. Can’t you deal with them?’

The sergeant saw one of his corporals watching and glared. His own wife was out there on the dockside. Two kids he might never see again.

Blackwood was a fine name in the Corps. The sergeant tightened his belt and grimaced. But there was usually a rotten apple in any barrel.

The Aurora slipped between Portsmouth Point and Fort Blockhouse just before dusk, her black and white hull shining in the steady rain like glass.

Her decks were crammed with scarlet and green, blue and khaki, the great anonymous mass of faces peering for someone dear or familiar as the band played its own farewell. Hundreds of troopships had sailed from here, and many more would follow. But it was a moment they would all remember.
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