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I PROVISIONS



 

Not only Army horses, but those given up to their country by countless hundreds of patriotic people – favourite hunters, cherished friends of many families, born and bred in English fields – were at the close of the war sold to bondage in a foreign land. Fourteen long years of toil in the hands of strangers – in scorching sun, in sand, in a land where water is scarce, where flies are a torment, and where, owing to the poverty of their owners, the work has been far beyond their wasted strength! Many hundreds still survive, pleading for release – old, utterly weary, so deserving of a kindly redemption. ‘Home’ now can only be represented by a peaceful death, but what a release that is, what further suffering it saves!

MRS GEOFFREY BROOKE, Morning Post, 8th September 1932

Some of the British residents in Egypt were strongly averse to Army horses being sold to Egyptians, basing their objections on grounds of cruelty and imperfect supervision by the civil authorities. Letters appeared in the local and home press in support of this view, and political pressure was brought to bear on the War Office, with the result that all sales were prohibited until the termination of the war, when many horses were sold by the thousand throughout the whole country.

. . . Under proper supervision, Egyptians can take as good care of English horses as anyone else.

A HISTORY OF THE GREAT WAR BASED ON OFFICIAL DOCUMENTS: VETERINARY SERVICES, edited by Major-General Sir L.J. Blenkinsop and Lieutenant-Colonel J.W. Ramsey


1    A bolt

Smiling sweetly, Griselda Romney’s mother, Mrs Lupus, climbed into the back of the motor.

Mrs Lupus said to her chauffeur, Maurice, “Shake the children off at five miles an hour.” As they dropped from the running board, plop, plop, she watched. She gave a benign wave. Mrs Lupus reported to her elder daughter, Ida, at Quarr, that Griselda had gone mad and was proposing to take Nanny to Egypt.

“Egypt?” said Ida. “What for?”

“Ida,” said Mrs Lupus, “I quite thought you’d condemn it!”

“Why Egypt?” Ida was hesitant. “Can there be ‘a man’?”

“I haven’t heard so. Unless one credits Captain Palsy with more than meets the eye.” Mrs Lupus pronounced the name “Palsy” with hauteur; pityingly. “Griselda imagines herself able to cope with lessons, and she swears ad infinitum that Amabel must have Nanny. She says Amabel could read and write at the age of four.”

“What child cannot?”

“Oh, well, the slow ones . . . And tell the time, and can tie shoelaces. Amabel will soon lace a boot.”

“Why then must Amabel go to Egypt?”

“Griselda . . .” a high snort “. . . cannot expect to return in any hurry. ‘Imperative to take Amabel and Nanny’!”

“Why go at all? There is unrest in Egypt, Ma. You don’t read your newspaper?”

“She is going . . .” in a bursting tone “. . . to trace her horses.”

A grin escaped Ida. “She has no money.”

“You’ll be staggered,” Mrs Lupus said. “Staggered!”

Ida stared.

“Reversionary interest!”

“May she do that?”

“It does seem so.”

The portion of capital secured in the Trust would have gone, on the death of Arthur’s mother, Irene Romney, to Arthur and the Grazebrook cousins, had they lived. Arthur and Alan had been killed. Arthur’s widow Griselda, a future beneficiary (whenever Irene Romney chose to die), had been, evidently, able to get her hands on some money.

Reversionary interest didn’t work to the advantage of any beneficiary that wasn’t desperate.

“Rash,” said Mrs Lupus. “And, I omitted to relate, they have started to read Masterman Ready.”

“For the voyage?”

“She means the child is forward. It was, I recollect, a solid book.” A reflective silence. “In which a ship is wrecked. Well, whom do we know out there . . . ?”

Ida drove herself over to Bark Hart.

To Ida, Griselda said, “I have to keep Nanny. She’s bored at Bark Hart. Unless I act, I shall find myself without anybody. Nanny will adore the sea.”

“One sails to Egypt so as to entertain one’s children’s nurse?”

“There will be other nurses, other children. Going out to India, I dare say.”

“Ayahs.”

“Not all.”

“And Egypt? How suitable is Egypt for a small child?”

“If Amabel isn’t ‘too old for India’, she can’t be too young for Egypt.”

“Oh,” said Ida. “What does Nanny say?”

“She doesn’t want us to go. She has never travelled, or lived overseas.”

“Nanny won’t care for the food, or the heat, or the flies, or the . . .”

“Don’t forget, I took that beastly one to Malta.”

“Malta was awash with Navy families.”

“Cairo will be awash with Army families.”

“Are you positive?”

“I can’t consider Nanny’s nerves. It will do her good to get over them.”

“Why does she like you so much!”

“She likes Amabel.”

“This is very vague.”

“I have reason,” said her sister, “to suppose Conker . . . dear Conker . . . was killed in the Charge at Agagiya. I’ve seen Nick Flower! He was spiffing!”

“Nick Flower . . . oh, yes,” said Ida, ruminatively.

“Philomena was alive at the end of the War. He says she would have gone to Remounts in Cairo. Philomena is in need of rescue.”

“Isn’t that fanciful?”

“I ought to make the effort. If you, Ida, had gone all through the War, almost certainly been wounded, only to discover an ungrateful and parsimonious War Office had sold you off in Cairo, would you not prefer me to look for you, and bring you home?”

“Um . . . sentiment?”

“Responsibility,” said Griselda. “We can’t exercise it for every animal on earth. I don’t say that. Do you? For our own, we can!”

“Why must Nanny and Amabel exercise theirs for a horse on which neither has laid eyes?”

“Amabel is conscious that the English hunters were plucked from green fields and warm, airy stables.”

“Is she?”

“Philomena doesn’t understand Arabic.”

Ida laughed.

“She will have picked it up,” she said.

“Or Greek.”

“The estate can’t, you know,” said Ida, “underwrite you. If in difficulty you won’t be able to count on support.”

“I had grasped that,” said Griselda, with dignity.

Ida’s head waggled; as if to say, goose chase.

As it happened, Ida did consider it had been ghastly. She simply didn’t believe such matters behoved one to dash off.

Scandalous, yes. Dash off, no.

“Well, we’ll have Georgie in the holidays.”

“Darling Georgie!”


2    Mrs Romney’s horses

Every day, Nanny had tea with Mrs Romney. They sat in the garden in summer and by the open fire in the hall in winter. Nanny never sat down in the drawing-room. They were much of an age.

Mrs Arthur Romney had been gay, and would be again. She wasn’t unfeeling. The blows dealt her hadn’t made her oblivious. The War had made many oblivious. Nanny had lost all six of her brothers.

Railings were things for which not even a child could have felt very much. “When the railings went,” Mrs Romney said, “we smiled.”

“Did you, madam?”

“The more iron we were good for, the prouder we were.”

The railings had not been the first to go. Upon sailing in the spring of 1914 for Malta, Mrs Romney had sent her hunters to her mother-in-law; to Mrs Romney, senior, at Toller Bottom. “They would have enjoyed their summer rest, and been brought into condition as per usual. Instead, the War started. Their groom rushed off . . .”

“Oh my!”

“Our horses had to serve the country. One or two dismal people had their favourites shot. Thoroughly low of them. Nobody we knew. Contemptible to pass a good horse off as a crib-biter, or order a groom to create, with chisel and rasp, fake incrimination in the stall!”

“I’d say!”

“Children’s faces, I gather, Nanny, were pale.”

“Wrong to have encouraged them to stand around in the stable-yard at all?”

“Oh, I concur! D’you see, our sensible hunters were ideal, and what the cavalry wanted.”

It was one of those topics.

Nanny had heard Mrs Romney’s sister, Miss Lupus (Aunt Ida, to the children), pleading with Mrs Romney.

“Oh, Griselda, how could it have been better, had you sent them to me! How could I have hidden them! Scarcely rational to suppose they would have fared otherwise than they did . . . parked on Arthur’s mother.”

“Entrusted to H.H.G.!”

Miss Lupus was a lady who liked to see things as they were. Miss Lupus, thought Nanny, was so brave, hiding a broken heart, so diminished.

H.H.G. stood for “Her Human Ghastliness”. A fine way for Mrs Romney to speak. Mrs Romney’s cheek had turned hot and she’d wrung her hands. “I must have been mad!”

Mrs Romney never forgot her horses. Nanny twitched her lips kindly at the mention.

Before the War’s end, Mrs Romney had shingled her hair, and said suddenly, “D’you know, Nanny, I find myself hard up.”

“Do you, madam?”

“I shall surrender the lease. I mean to buy a house. It may not be what you are used to. Will you consent to managing without a nursery maid?”

A house in the country.

“There won’t be any pavements. I do very much want you to stay with us. I paint it in poor colours now, so you can’t be disillusioned. I don’t expect there will be other nurses. Or dancing lessons. Or parks. Please, Nanny! The Commander would have wished you to have remained with us.”

Mrs Romney had charm.

Mrs Romney had bought a place in a hamlet that boasted no other gentry. The lanes had been muddy and splattered with cow dung. They still were. The fire in the hall had smoked and the chimney at times spouted flames. It still did. The upper floor was limited, the downstairs primitive.

Nanny had gritted her teeth.

Mrs Romney, senior, was “critical”. About Bark Hart, Mrs Romney, senior, had been very critical. Nanny and her own Mrs Romney took umbrage with a grandmother that picked rusty nails from the lawn. In dealings with Her Human Ghastliness they were united.

Whenever Nanny evinced grief at the conditions at this Bark Hart, her Mrs Romney reminded Nanny of “the disastrous nurses”. The first had gone with them to Malta before Georgie could speak, and trussed him in sticking-plaster, ripped off before breakfast, to correct unfathomable defects; and had tied his legs together at night. The second had forced purgatives down his throat until he’d had no inside that wasn’t inflamed. Neither the least loving.

Both had smacked.

Horrors with nurses were commonplace. A Georgie well able to string words together had merely smiled; smiled his anguished, maddening smile.

Old Mr Romney had expired bankrupt. The Commander had given his life. So had his cousin Mr Alan. Bereft, Nanny’s Mrs Romney had considered Amabel to be a stiff little girl. These facts had helped Nanny to make sacrifices in the matter of that to which she was used.

Mrs Romney, so gay and companionable, now chose to maroon herself in Up-Nyland, at Bark Hart, without servants. Without anybody, thought poor Nanny, to make us comfortable.

Mrs Romney tried to compose meals. These meals made their way, in Mrs Romney’s own hands, up to the nursery. Mrs R. got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed the floor. Her behind in the air, and a kneeler to save her stockings.


3    Bark Hart

Georgie was always smiling; that was what he was, a pale and smiling boy. Georgie had nice manners.

Georgie was Mrs Romney’s favourite.

It had been Nanny who had realized he needed spectacles.

“How can he shoot! With short sight!” said Mrs Romney.

“Oh, Griselda! Really! Why shouldn’t he be useful with a gun?” said Miss Lupus. “Why couldn’t you have established yourselves closer!” Miss Lupus often said. Quarr and Bark Hart were at opposite ends of the county. Bark Hart was closer to Grannie Romney’s place. One of those puzzles.

“He must take after H.H.G.”

The more “Muzz” doted on Georgie, the more scope for chagrin, thought Nanny.

An “animal” on loan had been sent over by his Aunt Ida.

This Giggle’s paces were sedate. Only eleven hands! And aged about thirty. No fun.

“Darling,” had said Mrs Romney to Georgie, “I appeal to you! Be patient! Grown-ups ride ponies such as Giggle on the Moor . . . ! Urgent that Amabel should learn.”

Nanny had started a rearguard action to stop Amabel from running wild. Pretty frocks cascaded from the sewing-machine, in delicate materials.

Mrs Romney had no horse; and foresaw a future without her own stable. On the bicycle, Mrs Romney hurtled when she could hurtle; for the fun of it. Otherwise, the bicycle served her for taking Amabel out on the leading-rein.

Georgie’s “dear Muzz”, as she trudged up the stairs with a tray of food for the nursery, would give him a grin. Nanny could imagine that the smell-less smell of washing-up soda and the squeezed soap in its wire cradle would seep into Georgie’s dreams, mixed with Mrs Romney’s scent, the bloom of her face powder and the kid of gloves; for Georgie helped in kitchen and scullery.

Mrs Romney’s dreaming was peculiar. Once she’d heard a horse’s cough.

Mrs Romney gutted and skinned and plucked: she’d never learnt to boil an egg. Since Nanny’s fancy was for a white egg, Mrs Romney had acquired point-of-lay Leghorns, teaching herself to scramble and poach as well.

Cotter scribbled “Soak night” and “Slow oven” on the parcel; but no village butcher could remember that brains with their skin on might not appeal to the nursery. And the job Mrs Romney had to induce junket to set!

“I see that I shall have to stand over you, madam,” would pronounce a mournful Nanny. “Blood heat is not very warm at all. It’s not even tepid. You test it with your finger.”

And, “This milk is hotter than you, madam!”


4    Master Bun

Amabel sailed along in the bicycle’s wicker seat behind Nanny with glee. A solar topee, which belonged in the dressing-up and fell on the child’s nose, had been pronounced “ever so much lead in my saddle-cloth”. Nanny knew how to reason with Amabel.

Amabel’s friend “Peter” cantered “his blue roan mare” beside them, often on the other side of a hedge. The hedges were old, dense, or double. The banks had ditches. Amabel was perpetually craning. Amabel kept causing the bicycle to lurch.

Why had there been the haste to have the Commander’s ancient dog, Master Bun, put down? Nanny had kept mum on the matter. Others spoke out.

The sister, Miss Lupus, had been impatient. “I expect he was in a bad way . . . yes, I dare say! I can lay hands on people, you know I can. Why not the vet? Hasn’t Pritchard been demobbed? Ours is back! Or an Army somebody!”

“In the old days, we managed.”

“These fellows you found . . .”

“They said they knew what they were about.”

“You’re so gullible.”

“I shan’t be again. I had chloroform myself when Georgie was born.”

“It didn’t put you down.”

“How could it, a whiff or two! I was glad of it.”

“Poor Bunny.”

“Oh, oh, don’t!”

Two men had claimed, turning up at the back door, to put a dog to sleep peacefully.

“I did have the forethought to send Nanny out on the bicycle with Amabel to the weir.” Nanny herself didn’t go much on the weir, a nasty, dangerous spot.

“Magnificent!” Miss Lupus had seemed troubled. “Arthur was attached to him.”

“I was attached to him too. You have no notion. And it upset the other dogs.”

Bunny had voiced his anguish. The old boy hadn’t been ready to part with life. In a voice thickened by the water on his heart; with dull, hopeless, already pain-filled eyes; his curly tail limp.

“I was so sorry. I should have stayed with him, they carted him off to the barn and his howling started. He howled and howled. It was hellish.”

“As a child you had more sense. How could you be that idiotic!”

Mrs Romney had “felt” it.

“The animal was suffering, madam,” Nanny had said, after Miss Lupus’s departure, “and you did what you thought right. His lungs were clogged up, and he couldn’t stand on his legs, he was embarrassed because he couldn’t be clean. There is a limit. He was eighteen, didn’t you tell me, and didn’t you tell me that was a good age . . . even for a mongrel?”

Adding, “Although he was a nice old gentleman.”

“The trouble is, I so bungled it. My husband would have been miserable. I stupidly liked the sound of chloroform. For a dog to be seized by two strange men, carried into a barn, a woodshed, and forced to breathe from a wad, and not to go to sleep at all but to resist . . . It isn’t that we’re the least sentimental. My sister was right. One has an obligation to stay, and comfort a faithful dog, a very trusting dog. It was frightful of me.”

“The first and last time.”

“I’m not myself, Nanny.”

“Better not to dwell on mishaps. You didn’t mean to fail, if fail you say you did.”

“I don’t believe that intention is the whole picture.”


5    Captain Palsy

Children, instead of being repelled by the sight, since the War, of wounded heroes (absent arms, legs, noses and minds), generally had to be told not to goggle.

Palsy took it in good part.

He was well aware that Nanny had christened him “Mummie’s beau”.

“Dear Jack, don’t go getting soppy over me,” Griselda had said, in headlong fashion.

“I imagine that you, Griselda, lying in bed at night and in view of the housework tired . . .” (in her rather lonely bed) “. . . must have been wondering why on earth you, who crave fun, and company, ever moved to a quiet spot.”

“I wonder, more, you know, whether Philomena, who had no friends among the horses, was tolerated or could have been lonely. Whether she won any hearts, don’t y’see?”

“Good Lord! You are a funny old lady.”

Arthur had been killed in 1918, on St George’s Day; and not until the spring of 1919 had Griselda begun to notice the scolding of a wren in the garden. “My dear Griselda, you will feel truly yourself once you’ve had a morning with hounds,” Palsy had said in 1920, in September.

In other words, mounted by him.

“Well, it would be a chance for Georgie to come out on Giggle.”

Palsy had risen genially to the latter proposition, anticipating the start of the term.

They’d met at Shap Spinney, with the purpose of dispersing the young foxes. Done nothing there. A dog-fox was seen away from the withies close to the Kennels at Nyland. The rising sun, breeze stiff, air cool. The music, breaking on Griselda’s ears (surely) like balm.

Palsy’s gelding, that gelding, with the Army’s broad-arrow brand on his quarter, had been rather over . . . trembly . . . at the knees. She’d said frankly that she wouldn’t, once, have had her saddle put on such a crock let alone gone out with hounds but that someone so delighted to be out (delighted to be loaned an animal at all) couldn’t spare a lot of compunction . . . Or, not just after the War. That was what she’d said herself!

When Jack Palsy opened his mouth, his arms shot about like trombones. His horses were inured to it. If his feet were on the ground, he stamped one or other of them to amplify his speech, though involuntarily. His chin stuck itself forward and shrunk forthwith into his neck. The neck was more corkscrew than join for the skull. His articulation of words was explosive.

Gassed. He’d been lucky.

When Griselda had chosen to remember her own horses, to Palsy that had meant “Conker”, the bay.

“How sagely . . .” (she’d say) “. . . he carried me for three seasons before the War. I’ve pictured him, brave and bold, in a cavalry regiment, his life one of trumpet-calls and parades and thrill! If disagreeable in other aspects.”

Palsy reflected. Her voice still throbbed in his ears now . . . “Conker must have done his officer proud!”

The other, the mare, hadn’t been with Griselda for many months. A brown (her light colour had suggested common breeding), with a mealy muzzle. Philomena had been . . . indeed, would have remained . . . “hoity-toity”. “Oh, look here,” she’d say, “am I not boring on!”

True, there had been the converse about “holes”.

“. . . Conker’s foot had never gone in. In the split second that Conker sensed that his foot had touched sheer air, he’d altered his stride.”

“So! An animal, this gelding of yours, didn’t drop a foot in a hole! Good Lord!”

“Had you put your foot to a hole, you wouldn’t have been able to pull it out. At least, I shouldn’t imagine you would.”

“That’s why I ride a horse,” he’d said, indulgently.

Then, when she’d asked her sister, Ida had looked at her with pity: “If you hadn’t been so slap-dash, so dashing, so keen to ride, rather than ride horses, you . . . Why wait until you’re grown up to discover the nature of what carries you?” Ida Lupus was a consummate horsewoman. Miss Lupus’s petrifying eye could bring Palsy’s cheeks up pink.

“I grew up in the shade of a consummate horsewoman,” Griselda would say.

He’d mounted her all season; and got no farther with her.

“Why,” she’d said to him (even back in 1920), “haven’t I bothered to find out about my horses?”

Palsy invariably gagged.

“Why!” she’d cried.

“Um!”

“I must try . . .”

“Must you? Better not.”

“Why!”

“Make you unhappy.”

“I’m not easily overcome.”

“Um.”


6    The true confiders

“People are so uncommunicative, darling.” Georgie was the treasury of all Muzz’s secrets.

“The troops in France suffered the sight of horses left to die of their wounds. Horses that screamed with horribly fractured legs in the mud, or sat half buried, sinking through the crust; or, lying out, raised their heads, with bellies torn by shrapnel, with flesh turned to a mush by high explosive. Troops that bore the agonies of their fellows stoically were sore at the plight of horses and the mules. But you couldn’t leave the ranks to put an animal out of its misery: your officer, who carried a revolver, stopped when he could.”

Muzz and Georgie were thrown together at Bark Hart.

Muzz adored Georgie and Georgie adored Muzz.

“Our horses were sold throughout the latter years of the War to be turned into bully at the abattoirs hippophagiques of France. With this on our consciences, we supplied the abattoirs hippophagiques with humane-killers. Grey transport horses at the front were painted with Cundy’s Fluid and, when Cundy’s Fluid was exhausted, with coffee. Appalling logic, darling, darkening the greys didn’t protect them. Men in the trenches must have longed for coffee to swallow. These days nobody appears to answer letters.” Muzz had no telephone at Bark Hart. “And Remount officers have chips.”

Georgie had said, “I see.”

He did not. But he worshipped.

Grannie Romney had happened to visit them at Bark Hart, to find Nanny and the children alone.

“London!”

Grannie Romney at Toller Bottom was eight miles from Bark Hart.

The true confider had seen little harm in boasting that Muzz was lunching with a chum “at the War Office”. Grannie Romney’s blue eyes had popped.

It was Georgie who had first heard of Paleface.

Out hunting, Georgie attracted approving looks. Georgie never complained about Giggle, whom he’d outgrown. He presented a cheerful face, hid his mortification: Giggle was a frightfully game pony.

One of the Egmont boys had spoken of a whip’s horse with their neighbouring pack (the Maurward). Paleface (and you could imagine the great white blaze) had gone all through the War, in Palestine.

The story of Paleface perpetually revived Muzz.

Paleface had vanished at the behest of the Purchasing Committee, vanished with his man that rode him. Paleface had sailed off with the Dorset Yeomanry to Egypt, been wounded at Gaza, seen action throughout . . . Paleface, purchased back from the Army, hadn’t been obliged to rely on the War Office . . . Paleface had found himself embarked from Tripoli in the grander company of two ex-chargers. To hunt again.

Still the penny hadn’t dropped.

Muzz had never dreamt that her horses might have gone to Egypt. She’d pictured them in Flanders. Aunt Ida had known more than she’d divulged. This was because Muzz hadn’t asked her.

“I could have nudged her in the right direction,” had said Grannie, splodgy with rouge, and her veins.

Muzz hadn’t wanted to be nudged by Grannie.
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