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GLOSSARY


	adj	Adjutant – effectively the battalion administration and operations officer

	angels	RAF terminology for height in thousands of feet. Angels 10 = 10,000 feet

	bandits	RAF terminology meaning enemy aircraft

	Bren carrier	Small-tracked vehicle for carrying infantry

	B Echelon	Support troops, including mechanics, cooks, transport, etc

	BEF	British Expeditionary Force

	bipod	the same as a tripod, but with two legs rather than three

	Blighty	Nickname for Britain

	blood wagon	Slang for a squadron transport truck

	Boche	Slang for German, used mostly in the First World War

	char-wallah	Anglo-Indian slang for tea maker

	clobber	Anglo-Indian slang for kit and clothing

	CO	Commanding Officer

	debus	get off a bus, truck, lorry, etc.

	dekko	Anglo-Indian slang for having a look around

	div	Short for Division

	DLI	Durham Light Infantry

	DR	Despatch rider

	embus	get on a bus, truck, lorry, etc.

	entrenching tool	a small pick and shovel – part of every soldier’s kit

	field glasses	Binoculars

	frog	British nickname for the French

	GHQ	General Headquarters

	housewife	a small cotton holdall, containing needles, thread, spare buttons, patches, etc. which rolled up with a tie-pull and was issued to every soldier

	howitzer	Field artillery gun

	Huns	Old-fashioned British name for Germans

	iggery	Anglo-Indian slang meaning to get a move on, to hurry up

	in the bag	Taken prisoner

	IO	Intelligence Officer

	Jaldi	Anglo-Indian slang meaning the same as iggery

	Jerry	British term for Germans

	little jobs	RAF terminology for enemy fighter aircraft

	Mae West	Inflatable life-jacket worn by the RAF

	magazine	A chamber for holding ammunition – from the French word ‘magasin’, which means ‘store’

	MG	Machine gun

	MO	Medical officer

	mole	a narrow jetty

	M/T	Motor transport

	NCO	Non-commissioned officer

	panzer	German name for a tank

	picquet	Sentry, or guard, keeping watch for the enemy

	pom-pom	a quick-firing anti-aircraft gun, either twin or four barrels

	port	Left-hand side

	POW	Prisoner of war

	RASC	Royal Army Service Corps

	R/T	Radio transmitter

	sangar	Defensive post built up from the ground when the ground is unsuitable for digging. Usually made from stone

	sapper	Common name for a member of the Royal Engineers

	small arms	Pistols, rifles, machine guns

	Spandau	British name for a German machine gun

	starboard	Right-hand side

	stonk	A sustained attack by artillery, which can include field guns and mortars

	subaltern	Name for a second-lieutenant or lieutenant. Subalterns could also be referred to as ‘Mister’, while a second-lieutenant would also usually be addressed as simply ‘Lieutenant’

	tiffin	Anglo-Indian slang for lunch, adopted by men who had served in India

	Tommy	Slang for a British soldier

	vics	an inverted ‘V’ shaped formation of three aircraft
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		Although the BEF was not labelled as such, it was, in effect, a field army. An army is made up of two or more corps (the BEF had three), which in turn comprise two or three divisions. An infantry division includes two or three brigades, which include two or three infantry battalions. A full-strength infantry battalion is made up of 28 officers and 724 enlisted men, which would be divided into one headquarters company of 8 officers and 248 enlisted men, and four rifle companies of five officers and 119 enlisted men. An infantry division would generally have around sixteen thousand men, including the various brigades plus attached artillery, engineers and support troops (B Echelon). Each rifle company was divided into three platoons of one officer and 36 enlisted men. Platoon Headquarters would include the platoon commander (a subaltern), the platoon sergeant, and five other enlisted men, and one mortar
			and one anti-tank rifle. The rest of the platoon would be split into three ten-man sections, which would be equipped with one Bren light machine-gun and eight .303 rifles, and which would be commanded by a corporal.

	
		1

		THE ROAD TO CASSEL

		A little after 7 a.m., Friday 24 May 1940. The sun was already clear in the sky, shining brightly across the flat Flanders landscape. The road from Steenvoorde wound east to west so that as they left the small town the morning sun shone directly into the back of the truck, the sudden brightness jolting a young soldier from his sleep. A very young soldier – only just sixteen, although he was tall for his age and with a few hairs already on his chin that needed shaving, could just about pass for man two or three years older. If there were anything about him that betrayed his age, it was his eyes – deep brown under a mop of thick dark hair that suggested an innocence and lack of worldliness that was very much the case.

		Private Johnny Hawke yawned, rubbed his eyes, then, squinting, looked out. The air was fresh and crisp after the rain, the water glinting on the grassy verges either side of the road. Somewhere to the south, desultory artillery fire was booming, dull and heavy, and Hawke felt a lurch in his stomach at this renewed proximity to the front line. Already refugees were trudging alongside the road, most heading towards Steenvoorde. Several cars had been left on the grass verge, evidently out of fuel. Hawke caught the eye of a young boy standing with his family beside a small wooden cart laden with suitcases and belongings, his expression one of exhaustion and resignation. Hawke nodded at him, but the boy just stared back as the truck trundled slowly by. The boy’s father, sleeves rolled up already, pushed his hat back on his head and wiped his brow. Hawke could not help wondering what would happen if the Germans invaded Britain. He
			thought of his home in Leeds, in Yorkshire. Would the population really all leave their homes with just a few possessions, like these people had? Where were they going, anyway? Surely, he thought, it would be better to stay put. Certainly that’s what Tom – Sergeant Spears – and the rest of the lads seemed to think. All that the refugees were doing, Sergeant Spears had said, was making matters worse – getting in the way, and clogging up the roads, and making it difficult to move troops around.

		And, God only knew, it had been a hell of a job getting them this far. Corporal McLaren had told him that it was only around forty miles from Carvin to Cassel, but when they had embussed the previous evening, no one had thought it would take them all night to make the journey. Hawke looked at his wristwatch – one his father had worn in the last war. Oh-seven-ten. Nearly twelve hours! Twelve hours of stops and starts, of complete gridlock as they crossed routes with other British and particularly French units, and endless refugees. And they still hadn’t reached Cassel – not quite.

		It had rained the day before and although Hawke had followed the lead of the others and taken his gas cape out of his large pack he had still got damp, particularly on the sleeves and legs of his battledress. As the youngest and newest member of the platoon, he was the last on to the truck and so had to sit nearest the tailgate, where the canvas surround was open to the elements and the cold night air. It had made sleep difficult. Since joining the battalion four weeks earlier, he had noticed how some of the older hands seemed able to sleep anywhere and at any time, but he found it difficult – especially on the hard wooden bench of a truck, in full marching order, being jolted as the Bedford rumbled over every stone, bump and pothole on the road. Eventually, though, his exhaustion had got the better of him. After long hours crawling across the back roads of northern France, he’d somehow drifted off.

		How long he had been asleep, he wasn’t sure. Three hours, maybe? Not enough; his eyes stung, and he had a slight, dull headache. Even now his battledress felt damp. He had got used to the thick wool serge but when it was wet it itched and chafed more than usual. Hawke sighed and rubbed his eyes, then gripped his rifle between his legs – a Short Magazine Lee Enfield No.1 Mk 3, with its hard, wooden butt and barrel casing, and ten-round magazine. Eight pounds it weighed and with the best part of sixty pounds worth of kit he was grateful to have been made a rifleman and not one of the three men in the section’s Bren gun team – the machine gun was three times as heavy as the rifle. Hawke liked to think of himself as strong for his age, but carrying full kit was tiring, and even more so when they’d had such little sleep over the past week.

		Hawke looked across at Charlie Drummond sitting opposite him, who at eighteen was the second-youngest in the platoon, and saw his head lolling in sleep as the truck rumbled slowly forward. Next to Drummond was Bert Hebden, who caught his eye and smiled, then delved into the top pocket of his battledress for a packet of cigarettes. Hawke liked Hebden. Unlike most of the lads, who nearly all came from Leeds and Bradford, Hebden was a farmer’s son. He could have avoided joining up, since farming was a reserved occupation that exempted him from front-line duty, but Hebden had an older brother and, in any case, explained to Hawke that he felt it was the right thing to do. ‘I don’t want that Hitler chappie coming anywhere near Yorkshire,’ he’d told Hawke, ‘so I thought I’d better do my bit to make sure he don’t.’

		Hawke looked out of the back of the truck, and at the rest of the column. There were some twenty trucks in all, a mixture of Bedfords and Morris Commercials, carrying the three remaining companies of the 1st Battalion, the King’s Own Yorkshire Rangers, a little over four hundred men. He brought a hand to the semi-circular black cloth badge on his shoulder, and felt the green stitching that said ‘Yorks Rangers’. Few other regiments had such a distinction on their uniforms; it marked the Rangers out – a Yorkshire regiment with a proud history. His stepfather, Richard, had told him about some of the Rangers’ battle honours. They read like a roll-call of most of Britain’s greatest victories: Blenheim, Ramillies, Quebec, Mysore, Corunna, Talavera, Badajoz, Salamanca, Vittoria, Toulouse, Waterloo – so it went on. Anywhere the British Army had fought during the last two hundred and fifty years, it seemed, the Yorks Rangers
			had been there too. It was the same regiment his father, John, and stepfather, Richard Mallaby, had fought in during the last war. And it was the regiment of which he, too, was now a part.

		Hawke’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the faint whirr of aero engines. Another artillery shell exploded dully to the south, momentarily blocking out the noise, but then he heard the sound more distinctly, and saw Hebden cock an ear too. Leaning out of the back of the truck, Hawke craned his neck. The whirr of engines was louder now and, as he shifted his position, he saw one of the men in the cab of the truck behind them also hoist himself up and crane his neck at the sky.

		‘There!’ said Hawke, suddenly spotting a number of dark dots heading towards them from the north-east. He pointed and now Charlie Drummond had woken and was looking too.

		‘’Ere,’ said Corporal McLaren, hurrying towards the tailgate and pulling a pair of field glasses from his haversack, ‘mind out the way, lads.’ He peered through his binoculars but already Hawke could see the approaching aircraft were Stukas, their distinct gull wings and fixed undercarriage clearly visible now against the pale blue morning sky.

		‘There’s a bleedin’ two dozen of the beggars,’ muttered McLaren, then yelled to the front, ‘Sir! Sarge! Stukas!’

		The truck jolted to a stop.

		‘Everyone out!’ shouted Sergeant Spears from the front of the Bedford. ‘Quick!’

		Hawke jumped down as Spears appeared from the front of the vehicle. He glanced at him, but Spears scowled and said, ‘Go on! ’Op it, or I’ll kick you off the road!’

		The whole column had by now come to speedy halt, the trucks all at a standstill as men poured out and clambered up on to the grass verge and across the culverts running either side of the road, then across the fields of young, green corn. Above, the first of the Stukas were peeling off to begin their dives. Soldiers were frantically running, and so too were the civilian refugees. Hawke was conscious of a young woman trying to soothe a screaming child and paused, only for a hand to roughly grab his shoulder.

		‘I said, move it!’ snarled Sergeant Spears.

		The Stukas screamed down towards them, their sirens whining, rising to a deafening crescendo, one after the other, and then the first bomb exploded and Hawke flung himself on to the ground, brittle young wheat stalks scratching his face, and his gas-mask pack winding him as it was pushed against his chest. He gasped and the earth shook with powerful pulses that lifted him clean from the ground as repeated detonations erupted nearby. Another explosion now ripped the air apart and as grit and soil and bits of stone pattered down on him Hawke dared to glance back at the column. One truck towards the rear of the line was engulfed in flames, while the Bedford in front of it had also caught fire, the grey-green canvas livid with angry orange flames and thick, black smoke billowing into the sky.

		The Stukas appeared to have gone, but as Hawke tried to breathe more easily again he heard more of the dive-bombers screaming down on another target a few miles away. His legs felt weak as he shakily stood up. Others were getting to their feet too, and now that he was away from the long line of trucks he saw what the Stukas were bombing. Ahead, up the road, rising out of the softly rolling Flanders countryside was a hill – the only significant hill that could be seen at all in this relentlessly flat countryside. And on top of the hill, just visible amidst the mass of woods around it, stood a town.

		‘Will you look at that,’ said a voice and Hawke turned to see Charlie Drummond standing beside him. ‘You know what that place is, don’t you, Johnny?’ A ripple of bombs exploded and the two of them watched the hilltop town disappear under a cloud of rolling smoke and dust.

		‘Cassel?’

		Drummond nodded, then dusted himself down. ‘No wonder Jerry wants it. Must be the best view for miles and miles – when it’s not covered in smoke, that is.’

		Spears ordered them back to the truck, but then, as they made their way through the wheat, a flight of four Messerschmitt 109 fighters suddenly roared towards them, low and out of the sun. Barely before a warning could be shouted out, the four planes had opened fire, long lines of soil were punched from the ground as the bullets tore towards them. Hawke had barely thrown himself on to the ground a second time when the aircraft were past them.

		He clambered to his feet and watched them climb and bank away to the north, towards the coast. One man from the platoon had been hit – Lance Corporal Bellamy from 3 Section. Spears and Lieutenant Farrish kneeled beside him, Spears hurriedly pulling field dressings from both his and Bellamy’s packs. Hawke watched, mesmerized by the amount of blood streaming from Bellamy’s stomach and by the lance corporal’s waxen-looking face, now drained of colour, except for the blood already running from his mouth. He hardly looked like Bellamy at all.

		‘Stop staring, and get over to the truck,’ Spears snapped.

		‘Sorry, To– I mean, Sergeant,’ said Hawke.

		Spears glared at him.

		‘Corporal!’ called out Farrish, seeing McLaren picking up his Bren and slinging it on to his shoulder. ‘Organize the platoon, will you, Corporal? See what help we can give, but get the men over to the truck ready to move out.’

		‘Sir,’ said McLaren.

		Along the road, frightened refugees were moving forward once more. Hawke noticed how much more tightly parents now held their children to them. A little further back down the road, someone was wailing, a woman, her body rocking as she crouched on the verge. Beside her a man was shouting at the sky, clutching his face in despair. Hawke recognized him immediately – the rolled-up sleeves, the felt hat on his head – and began running towards them, past a dead mule and an abandoned car with a line of bullets running across it. Ten yards from the man, he stopped abruptly. There on the ground was the boy he had seen just a few minutes earlier. The same wide, staring eyes looked up at him, but they were now lifeless, and then he saw the woman’s hands, covered with blood, her sobs of grief and incomprehension jarring the air that was now thick with the black, whirling smoke of the burning lorries.

		For a moment, Hawke thought he might vomit. He paused, bent over, his hands on his knees, then, breathing heavily, glanced around. Down the road, the last trucks in the column, those behind the burning lorries, were already reversing clear of the wrecks, while those ahead were starting their engines once more.

		‘Johnny!’ he heard someone shout, and looked up to see Charlie Drummond hurrying towards him. ‘Johnny,’ he said again, ‘come on, we’re moving out. Quick!’

		Hawke glanced back at the man and woman, then turned and ran, his rifle in one hand, his heavy haversack thumping against his hip. At the tailgate, Bert Hebden offered a hand, which Hawke clasped and then he felt himself being pulled back up on to the truck just as the engine coughed into life.

		‘Right,’ said Spears, appearing from round the side of the Bedford. ‘Everyone back on?’ He was wiping blood from his hands as he spoke, his rifle slung over his shoulder. ‘Still feeling brave, then?’ he said, eyeing Hawke keenly.

		Hawke swallowed. Anger and humiliation welled deep within him and he felt his cheeks flush.

		Spears shook his head. ‘This is no place for kids,’ he muttered, then turned back towards the front of the truck.

		Hawke sat there, unable to speak, his fingers clenched ever more tightly round the barrel of his rifle. He was conscious of the eyes of others on him, so turned away, determined they should not see the tears he could feel welling.
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		DEAD HORSE CORNER

		Firing continued to the south as the column trundled on its way, the road leading them past several old brick farmhouses and barns and a couple of tall wooden windmills perched on low ridgelines. A mile or so further on, the road began to climb and weave through thick woods of chestnut, oak and plane. Hawke gazed out, unwilling to look any of his comrades in the eye. Tom was such a changed person. He could not understand it. Last summer, he had been so friendly, so open, always laughing and smiling. He had come to think of Tom Spears as his friend.

		He felt a nudge in his side and turned to look at Hebden.

		‘Don’t worry about the sarge,’ said Hebden quietly. ‘It’s only that he’s got a lot of responsibility, you know.’

		Hawke nodded silently.

		‘I mean, it’s quite a big deal being platoon sergeant, particularly with men like Mr Farrish as platoon commander. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure Lieutenant Farrish will be just fine, but he’s not got the experience of the sarge. We all know it’s Spears who is really running this platoon.’ He scratched his chin, then looked back to where they had come from. From beyond the trees, the smoke from the still-burning trucks was clearly visible. ‘And he did just lose a man, an’ a good one at that. Doesn’t put anyone in the best of moods when one of your men dies on you, you know.’

		Hawke nodded and smiled weakly. ‘Thanks, Bert.’

		‘And you are a young ’un,’ added Hebden, ‘but I’m sure you’ll do fine. We all admire you for what you’ve done – joining up before you had to and coming out here. Shows a lot of guts, I reckon.’

		‘You don’t want to take it personal,’ added Charlie Drummond. ‘He’s sharp with everyone. Just his way.’

		Hawke nodded again. It wasn’t true – Spears was not sharp with everyone. Firm and tough, yes, but as willing to share a laugh and a joke as anyone. But just not with me, thought Hawke. Even so, he was glad about what Hebden and Drummond had said.

		‘So what does anyone know about this place?’ Hebden asked the rest of the men in the truck.

		‘It’s where the Grand Old Duke of York went up the hill,’ said Corporal McLaren.

		‘What the ’ell are you talking about, Corp?’ asked Chalkie White, one of the section’s Bren gunners.

		‘You know – the nursery rhyme.’

		‘The Grand Old Duke of York,’ Hebden sung softly, ‘he ’ad ten thousand men. He marched ’em up to the top of the hill and then he marched ’em down again.’

		‘That’s the one,’ said McLaren. ‘Mr Farrish told me. It really happened.’

		‘Really? When?’ asked Jack Ibbotson, the section lance corporal.

		‘I dunno. Way back. The olden days sometime.’

		‘And when ’e was up ’e was up,’ continued Hebden, louder now, ‘and when ’e was down ’e was down, and when ’e was only ’alfway up ’e was neither up nor down.’ He grinned then raised his arms, as though pretending to conduct an orchestra. ‘Oh, the Grand Old Duke of York,’ he sang out, and first Drummond joined him then suddenly everyone was singing too, even Hawke, the humiliation of earlier put to one side. As they sang the rhyme again, they all began to stand up, then crouch down, but on the third time the Bedford turned a sharp corner and they all fell over, cursing and laughing.

		‘You bunch of idiots,’ grinned McLaren. ‘Johnny might be the nipper among us, but you all act like bloomin’ eight-year-olds, if you ask me.’

		The truck now rumbled to a halt and everyone looked at each other expectantly. Hawke peered out of the back of the truck. They were on a short, straight stretch of cobbled road, tree-lined, which climbed steeply towards the edge of the town. To their left, on the slopes, he saw there was a cemetery: rows of dark tombs – some particularly ornate – densely packed. Hawke sniffed and smelled the sharp, acrid stench of smoke and explosives – and something else too, something sweeter, almost sickly. The Stukas had gone, but their handiwork was still heavy on the air.

		Sergeant Spears appeared at the back of the truck. ‘All right, you lot,’ he said. ‘We’re debussing here. Grab all your kit and form up in sections. We’re walking the last bit.’

		‘Why’s that, Sarge?’ asked Hebden.

		‘Trouble up ahead. The M/T can’t get around it just yet.’

		The men clambered down, blinking and squinting in the bright sunlight after the heavy shade given by the dark olive-green tarpaulin over the back of the Bedford. In just a few minutes, however, they were formed up and ready to march. Hawke slung his rifle over his shoulder, adjusted his webbing and, on command, moved off, his sense of pride returning as he listened to the rhythmic drum of B Company’s hobnailed boots on the cobbled stone road.

		Yet no sooner had they started than they were halted.

		‘Bleedin’ typical,’ muttered Corporal McLaren. ‘Can’t even get going on foot without stopping and bloomin’ starting.’

		Already the stench was worsening. Hawke watched Lieutenant Farrish and Sergeant Spears conversing with Major Strickland, the B Company commander, and then there were shouts from up ahead. Spears hurried back towards them.

		‘All right, lads,’ he said. ‘We’ve pulled the short straw, I’m afraid. Headquarters and A Company are going on ahead to help set up Battalion HQ and to see what’s here in the town, but we’ve got a bit of a clear-up to do first.’

		The men groaned.

		‘A French artillery battery,’ Spears continued. ‘I’m afraid those Stukas hit them a bit harder than they hit us.’ Spears glanced at Hawke. ‘Hope your stomach’s stronger than it was back on the road, Private,’ he said.

		The smell grew ever stronger as they moved forward, although the first houses on the corner betrayed nothing. Only as they followed the road round was the carnage beyond revealed to them. Hawke could not help but gasp. Along the road the remains of guns, wagons, men and horses were strewn haphazardly. The road was cratered, while beyond, a hundred yards further, a six-wheeled lorry was burning ferociously. Either side several houses had collapsed, rubble spewing on to the street.

		‘Jesus, will you take a look at that,’ muttered Bert Hebden. ‘Dead horse corner.’

		Hawke’s stomach lurched as he spotted a mule, its teeth bared and eyes wide with terror. Beside the animal, a young French gunner had his arm across its head, as though trying to calm the beast. Both were quite dead, the mule with a huge gash in its side and its innards spread out on to the road. A few yards away lay the torso and legs of another Frenchman, the arms and head completely vanished. Others lay with limbs twisted grotesquely, large stains of blood streaked across the cobbles. Another horse, down on its side, its rear legs trapped by an overturned cart, suddenly began whinnying, and Hebden called to Hawke and Charlie Drummond.

		‘We’ve got to put it out of its misery,’ he said.

		Hawke followed, nearly slipping on the blood as he hurried after Hebden.

		‘All right, girl, all right,’ said Hebden, crouching down beside the terrified animal. He stroked her cheek and she let her head drop. ‘Just stroke her, Johnny,’ said Hebden. ‘Stroke her nose.’ He turned to Drummond. ‘Charlie? Put your rifle to her head, right between the ears and fire, all right?’

		Drummond nodded and did so, the crack of the rifle sharp and loud, and the report ringing around the narrow street. The horse sighed and went limp.

		Hebden shook his head. ‘I find the animals worse than the men,’ he said. ‘It’s not their ruddy war, is it?’

		Hawke stood up and clutched his handkerchief to his mouth. He could not help thinking that it could have been them. The men and animals here had been alive just twenty minutes earlier, but now they were gone, ruthlessly torn and mangled. Not men at all, but meat, like that on the slab in a butcher’s. He swallowed hard and felt the bile churn in his stomach. Please don’t let me be sick, he prayed.

		‘Hey, you three!’ shouted Spears from beside a mass of overturned guns and their carriages. ‘Get over here!’

		Hawke hurried, grateful for the distraction. The men were trying to right a gun carriage, and Hawke, along with Hebden and Drummond, joined in, heaving at a large upended metal wheel and trailer. Grimacing and straining they at last managed to heave the howitzer upright. Hawke wiped his brow and looked across at the men of C Company as they collected the bodies of the French soldiers and placed them on sacking laid out across the far side of the road. Suddenly, squeaking and the rumble of engines could be heard from up the road towards the main part of the town. For a brief moment, Hawke thought it was the enemy and felt a flush of panic, but then a moment later a Crusader tank appeared round the corner, followed by another and two Bren carriers.

		‘Now that’s a sight for sore eyes,’ said Corporal McLaren, pushing back his helmet and wiping his brow.

		‘Hooray for the cavalry,’ agreed Ibbotson. He turned to Sergeant Spears. ‘When did this lot get here, then, Sarge?’

		Spears shrugged, but Lieutenant Farrish answered for him. ‘They’re from the 13th/18th Hussars, Lance Corporal. They’re part of Macforce too – accompanied General Mason-Macfarlane here last night. Reassuring sight, isn’t it?’

		‘Too right, sir,’ grinned Ibbotson. ‘Does that mean we can leave the rest to them, then, sir?’

		Farrish smiled. ‘Not quite, but I’d say we shan’t be among this ghastly mess for as long as I’d first feared.’

		The lieutenant was right. The tanks and carriers made light work of the carnage, dragging the horses, wrecked wagons and artillery pieces clear of the road, while the Rangers loaded the dead on to the carrier and, with their entrenching tools, did their best to load rubble and earth back into the cratered road. By a little after 9.30 a.m., the grisly task was done and, by now hungry and not a little exhausted, the men of B Company continued on their way at last, marching down a long, narrow street before emerging into a large cobbled square at the heart of the town.

		Several buildings in the town square – or Grand Place as it was called – had been hit too, rubble tumbling out on to the cobbles, but although distant shelling to the south could still be heard, Cassel, for the moment at any rate, was quiet.

		The men stood restlessly, looking around them. The square was several hundred yards long, but quite narrow, lined by various tall, high-gabled houses. At one end, raised above the houses beneath it, stood the church, while above the square, standing sentinel, was another large timber-framed windmill. There were still civilians in the town, which surprised Hawke – he had assumed almost everyone in northern France was on the move. Or perhaps people were coming here, to Cassel. Maybe they felt safe high on this hill in the middle of the plains. But then he looked at the rubble and timbers of one of the collapsed houses across the square, and shrugged to himself.

		Nearby, next to a well in front of an ornate stone building, Lieutenant Farrish and a number of other officers and senior NCOs were conferring. Hawke watched Sergeant Spears among them then saw him stride back towards them.

		‘We’ll wait here for a moment,’ he told the platoon. ‘It looks like we’ll get some proper hot grub tonight, but in the meantime some rations will be handed out. Once we’ve had a brew and something to eat we’ll know what positions we’ve got to move into.’

		‘Any idea where Jerry is, Sarge?’ asked McLaren.

		‘Hammering Hazebrouck still. But he’s not far to the south.’ He nodded in that direction. ‘So make the most of this. I reckon we’ll be busy before the day is out.’

		In the couple of weeks since the Germans had first launched their attack, Hawke had been amazed by the speed with which the more experienced men could produce both food and endless cups of tea. Even before rations had been handed out, Bert Hebden and Chalkie White had produced small Primus stoves, and had lit them right by the side of the square and begun boiling mess tins of water, into which had been added generous amounts of tea leaves and sugar pulled from their packs. Johnny watched the water slowly darken. The tea leaves slowly sank, but floating around the water were bits of grass and even tobacco from Hebden’s pocket.

		Seeing Hawke peering at it, Hebden grinned. ‘All adds to the flavour,’ he said, then smacked his lips. ‘I’m gasping for a wet.’ He gave the brew a stir with the end of his seventeen-inch sword bayonet.

		Soon after, B Echelon men from Battalion Headquarters arrived with boxes of rations in thick cardboard cartons, two cartons per section, each containing an assortment of tins of bully beef, Machonochie’s tinned stews, bars of chocolate, packets of plain biscuits, condensed milk and more tea, sugar and cigarettes. Using the marlin spike of his clasp knife, White quickly stabbed a hole in the top of one of the cans of condensed milk and added a generous amount to both mess tins of brewing tea. Meanwhile, two more Primus stoves were produced, lit and tins of bully beef opened. Added to the corned beef were crumbled dry biscuits and a bit of water. In under a quarter of an hour, the whole section not only had an enamel mug each of hot, sweet, tea, but also a thick dollop of bully beef hash in their mess tins.

		Hawke had thought he was both hungry and thirsty. The hot tea was instantly soothing but after one mouthful of the hash he stopped. It tasted all right – salty, like all corned beef – but it was the colour and texture that now made him pause. As he was about to put another spoon of the stuff into his mouth, images of dead and dying mules and French gunners came into his mind. All he could think of were the entrails of that first black mule and the severed torso he had seen. He wiped his brow and closed his eyes, dropping the spoon of hash back in his mess tin.

		‘You all right, Johnny?’ asked Drummond, squatting down next to him.

		‘Yes, yes – fine,’ Hawke replied. Conscious that the others were now watching him, he lifted his spoon again and this time put the pink mashed-up hash into his mouth, chewed briefly and then swallowed.

		‘Feeling better now?’ asked Hebden.

		Hawke nodded and took a third mouthful, but almost instantly knew that had been a mistake. Once more the dead mule and Frenchman flashed across his mind and at the same time he looked down at the fleshy mush. Bile and nausea welled up in his stomach and he now hurriedly got to his feet, ran across the square and at the edge of a parked carrier, vomited.

		As he gasped and retched, doubled up, his hands on his knees, he heard catcalls and whistles from the men, then a sharp, ‘Hey!’

		Looking up, dabbing the sick and spittle from his chin, he saw an officer from the 13th/18th Hussars striding towards him.

		‘What the devil do you think you’re playing at?’ snapped the captain.

		‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ mumbled Hawke.

		‘If you’re ill, go and see the MO. Don’t vomit all over my machines.’

		Hawke saw the captain’s small black moustache bristle.

		‘Sorry, sir,’ Hawke said again, conscious of the laughter of his fellow Rangers behind him. He raised himself, dabbed his mouth again with his sleeve and saluted.

		‘Bit young, aren’t you, to be playing at soldiers?’

		‘Wanted to do my duty, sir,’ said Hawke. The smell of the vomit wafted unpleasantly under his nose.

		The captain now turned as another soldier approached. Hawke followed his gaze and saw Spears walking towards them.

		‘I’m very sorry about this, sir,’ said Spears, snapping to attention and saluting. ‘I’ll make sure Private Hawke here clears it up and that it never happens again.’

		‘Hm,’ said the captain. ‘Well, make sure it doesn’t. And I suggest you try getting men not boys into the Rangers in future.’

		‘Yes, sir,’ said Spears.

		‘All right. No great harm done, I suppose. Carry on.’ He turned and left them.

		Spears glared at Hawke. ‘What the hell did you go and do that for? Are you ill?’

		Hawke shook his head.

		‘Or was that all too much for you back there?’

		Hawke looked down.

		‘It was, wasn’t it?’ Spears chuckled mirthlessly. ‘For God’s sake. That captain was right.’

		‘I’m really sorry, Tom.’

		‘It’s not Tom,’ snarled Spears, prodding a finger into his chest, ‘it’s Sergeant Spears to you, Private. Now get some water and clear this up.’

		Spears left him, and for a moment Hawke stood where he was, too miserable to move. Tom Spears had been one of the main reasons Hawke had joined up. He had liked him immediately, from the moment his older sister, Maddie, had brought him home for the first time – nearly a year ago. He had thought Spears had liked him too, but now it was as though the sergeant could hardly bear to speak to him. Hawke could not understand it. He tried to swallow the hurt he felt, the tears he knew were not far away. He’d felt humiliated earlier, but this was far worse. He wondered how he would ever be able to look at the others again. Miserably, he took out his water bottle and poured it over the vomit, dispersing it between the cobbles, then hurried to a water trough beneath one of the square’s buildings to refill.

		Hawke had barely reached it when a loud boom rang out from the south followed by the express whistle and whine of an incoming shell. The effect was instant. Men shouted out and a split second later they were all flat on the ground as the shell detonated a few hundred yards to the west of them, followed by the crash of falling stone and timber. A moment later, another shell hurtled over, this time beyond them.

		Hawke scrambled to his feet and hurried over to the others, now up and crouching against the walls of the buildings to the south of the square. Orders were being barked: they were to fall in quickly. Engines were starting up; a despatch rider roared into the square. Hawke saw Major Strickland talking urgently to one of the Macforce staff officers and pointing south, then looking at a map. Around him, food and stoves were being hastily packed away as a further shell screamed over, this time closer, and landing just beyond them next to a house near the crest of the hill. As it collapsed with a deafening roar, smoke and dust rolled into the air.

		Hawke stood beside Drummond and Hebden against the edge of a long stone building, helmet down over his eyes, rifle in his hand, as Lieutenant Farrish and Sergeant Spears hurried towards the platoon.

		‘Sorry Jerry’s cut short our breakfast, chaps,’ said Farrish, ‘but it seems he’s a little bit closer than we thought. There’s not a lot of us here and I know we haven’t had much chance to prepare our defences but that can’t be helped. We need to get moving quickly and do the best we can to keep the enemy at bay.’ He glanced around at the men and, apparently satisfied that they had all been listening, continued. ‘The Battalion is going to defend the town from the south, which is the direction from which Jerry’s approaching. A and C Companies are going to start digging in just to the south of the ramparts, which I’ve been told are right behind this building here, and they run all along the southern edge of the town.’

		A loud boom rang out from behind them to the north, making them all instinctively flinch, followed almost immediately by a second blast.

		‘Ah, good,’ smiled Farrish. ‘That’s our chaps. So, as you see, we’ve got some artillery support.’

		‘What about B Company, sir?’ asked McLaren.

		‘Mr Farrish is coming to that, Corporal,’ said Spears.

		‘Yes, thank you, sergeant,’ said Farrish. ‘We’re going to be the first line of defence.’ There was another groan from the men.

		‘Why are we always picking the short straw at the moment, sir?’ said McLaren.

		‘Some would consider it an honour, Corporal,’ replied Farrish. Like the rest, the lieutenant was a young man, only twenty-three, something his light brown moustache could not hide.

		‘Some might, sir,’ grumbled McLaren, ‘but I can’t think who.’

		‘That’s enough, Mac,’ said Spears.’

		Farrish cleared his throat. ‘Well, this is what we’ve been given and we must make the best of it. Now, intelligence on the enemy’s strength and dispositions is a bit shaky, so we’re to probe forward and see what we can see, so to speak.’ He held up a map, stroked his chin, then said, ‘There are two villages near the foot of the hill, Bavinchove and Oxelaëre. Fifth Platoon is going to go to Bavinchove, we’re going to Oxelaëre and Seventh Platoon is going to cover the Hazebrouck road. Any questions? McLaren, any other thoughts you’d like to share?’

		‘No, sir. Thank you, sir,’ muttered the corporal. The others remained silent.

		‘Good,’ said Farrish, ‘then let’s get going.’

		Hawke felt Spears grab his arm.

		‘Sir?’ said Spears, shoving Hawke towards the lieutenant. ‘I’m wondering whether Private Hawke should remain here, sir. He’s not well.’

		Farrish looked up and down at Hawke. ‘Looks all right to me. Are you ill, Private?’

		‘I was a bit, sir, but I’m fine now, sir,’ mumbled Hawke.

		Farrish smiled. ‘Good man.’ He clapped Hawke on the shoulder. ‘It’s right that you worry about the men, Spears, but just now we’re going to need every man we’ve got.’

		‘Men, yes, sir, but I’m not so sure about boys.’

		‘Come on, Spears,’ replied Farrish, smiling ruefully, ‘we haven’t really got time to worry about that now.’

		They hurried on, jogging down a narrow alleyway that led down to the ramparts the lieutenant had mentioned a moment before. Through men already frantically digging in, they ran on, down the terraced slopes, and joined a track that led through woods towards a cluster of farm buildings, houses and a church.

		No one spoke much, chests heaving from running in full marching order, and, Hawke guessed, with the thoughts of what was to come swirling around their heads. As they emerged through the woods and saw the village ahead of them, he was conscious of Spears running beside him.

		‘I’m sorry about what happened earlier,’ said Hawke. ‘Really I am.’

		‘Forget it,’ growled Spears. ‘Mr Farrish is right. We haven’t got time to worry about it. After all, we’ve got to try and stop the whole bleedin’ German advance – and with only about six hundred men, a handful of guns and tanks, and a limited amount of ammo.’ He turned to Hawke as they ran. ‘We haven’t got a prayer, Johnny boy, not a bleedin’ prayer.’ He shook his head. ‘You wanted to see some action – well, you’re going to get it now. You’re going to get it now all right.’

	


End of sample
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