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        The British Army at the end of the nineteenth century was not a fair place. Despite the reforms, a bad officer could still ruin men’s lives and Jack Roberts discovers that despite being a hero of Rorke’s Drift, that means nothing when a superior has influence. He becomes a soldier serving in the Egyptian campaign where he learns not only new skills but how to deal with the new responsibility fatherhood brings.
Throughout it all one thing is constant, he is a soldier of the queen, a redcoat with a rifle.
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    To Betty, the newest member of the family and a most welcome one too. 
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    Prologue 
 
    Brecon 1880 
 
    I had joined the British Army as a soldier of the Queen because an old soldier, Trooper, had told me he had enjoyed the life. He was right and my life was good after the Battle of Rorke’s Drift. I had returned from South Africa with just a service medal but I had been promoted to corporal and I had extra pay. I had spent a precious week of leave with my family and I was able to give them some of my back pay. My needs were less than theirs. They were comfortable but that was because they did without luxuries. I was able to give them a few more treats. I felt guilty that I was not supporting my family. 
 
    My nan had been close to death just before I returned and the whole family thought I had died at Isandlwana. My unexpected return brought joy to them all. Although my grandmother recovered after I walked through the door, it was a warning that her time amongst us was limited. I spent as much time as I could with her and my mother. I knew I only had a short leave and that I would be back at Brecon for we needed to train men to replace those who had fallen, not at Rorke’s Drift, but at Isandlwana. Many of the men I had served with like Fred Hitch had been invalided out of the battalion while others, like Hooky, had fulfilled their enlistment and left. 
 
    I said goodbye and took the familiar trains back to Brecon. Now that I was an NCO, I enjoyed more privileges. I was under a new sergeant, Sergeant Bob Williams. He had not been in South Africa and he treated me well. Colour Sergeant Windridge was also a familiar face to help me learn how to be an NCO. 
 
    I could not help smiling at the new men who had to learn the drills, recognise the bugle calls and work out how to keep the vast array of equipment in good order. I think I was more sympathetic to the men having had to endure the mysteries of service life relatively recently. Life was good until the day that Lieutenant Harding-Smythe arrived. He had not purchased his commission, the Cardwell reforms had eliminated that route, and every officer had to climb the slippery ladder through their own endeavours. Having said that Lieutenant Harding-Smythe must have used the connections of his father, a retired general from the Crimean War to ease his way through officer training for he was an incompetent and arrogant officer. Captain Bromhead, who had commanded us at the Mission Station, had appeared to be a little aloof but that was largely due to his deafness. Lieutenant Harding-Smythe was just a nasty piece of work and a bully to boot. It did not help that when he arrived Bob Williams suffered a hernia and was in the battalion hospital and I had to deal with him, unaided. I think it might have been easier if I did not have two or three new men who needed to be treated gently. I was more than capable of that. Hooky had taught me how to use discipline but to be fair as well. The new lieutenant wanted to make his platoon the best in the battalion. 
 
    He began on day one and ordered me to take my section on a ten-mile forced quick march with full equipment. It was high summer and whilst I did not find it a problem the new lads did. Most of them came from poor homes and they were not as fit as they might have been. The officer did not march with us but used his horse to ride and chivvy those at the rear. Albert Hepplewhite was a thin lad from Lancashire and whilst he was keen he was patently unfit. I don’t think he had eaten well and was all skin and bone. The losses at Isandlwana meant we took men we would not have in previous drafts. I used the men who had been in South Africa to lead the march and I stayed at the rear to encourage Albert and another of the weaker men, Leonard Jones. Neither was fast and a gap opened up before us. I felt that the forced march was unfair as the new men had only joined us a fortnight earlier. They were still learning. 
 
    “Come on, boys. You are doing well. Take it one step at a time and just count your steps until we reach the top of that rise, eh?” Neither answered me as they were both out of breath but they gritted their teeth and tried to catch up with the redcoats ahead of us. 
 
    Lieutenant Harding-Smythe had stopped to allow his horse to drink from a farmer’s trough and I heard him galloping up behind. “This won’t do, Roberts! These two are forty yards behind the others. Make them march faster.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, but they are doing the best that they can.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You just need to encourage them.” It happened that Albert was the last man and the lieutenant rode behind him and smacked his back hard with the cane he carried. The lieutenant was a good rider. The blow came as a shock to Albert who fell forward and hit the ground hard. I helped him to his feet. “Now you are even further behind. Get a move on man.” 
 
    Albert was hurt, His hands had scraped along the ground and his nose was bleeding. “Sir, the man needs medical attention.” 
 
    “Then he will have to run hard for we still have three miles to go.” 
 
    What I did next exacerbated the problem. I can see it now but at the time I felt sorry for the lad from Lancashire, “Here, Albert, give me your gun.” It was little enough but the gun he carried was heavy, it weighed nine pounds and with his grazed hands was a weight he could do without. 
 
    “What are you doing, corporal?” 
 
    “Sir, I am helping the private and trying to minimise the effect of the fall, sir.” I added, quietly, “Come on son. Not far to go.” 
 
    “Right Corp.” 
 
    It was a supreme effort but we gradually caught up with Jones who had almost caught up with the others. I wondered how and then realised that the rest of the section was helping us. They were looking after one of their own and had slowed down.  
 
    When we reached the camp I said, “Private Hepplewhite, go and see the MO. The rest of you fall in.” 
 
    I stood and watched as they shuffled into their lines. The lieutenant did not dismount but rode along the length of them. “I can see that I have inherited the worst and most slovenly soldiers in the army. Let me tell you that I will make you the best or I will break you. Do you understand?” 
 
    They remained silent and he glared at me, “Are they being insolent, corporal? Why do they not answer?” 
 
    “Against Queen’s regulations, sir.” 
 
    He rode over to me and put his cane under my chin, “I do not like you, Corporal Roberts. I shall see the colonel about having you removed from my section.” 
 
    I said, “That is your right, sir.” 
 
    He glared at me, “Tomorrow we shall see if they can drill. I want them all to spend the next three hours drilling. Do you understand, Corporal?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” he had made the mistake of keeping his face close to mine and when I barked my response, he recoiled. The men were not stupid enough to laugh out loud but smiles crept across their faces and he saw it. 
 
    When he had gone, I did as he had ordered. By the time we had finished, they were perfect, even Leonard Jones. As I dismissed them, he said, “Thanks for that, corporal. I’ll do better the next time.” 
 
    I smiled, “Don’t worry about it. If I had been asked to do a forced march in my first month, I would have still been puking my guts up.” 
 
    I sought the advice that night of Colour Sergeant Windridge. He shook his head, “Sorry about this, Jack, but there is nowt we can do about him. Hopefully, the colonel will see what he is like and have a quiet word. I will see Lieutenant Bourne and ask him to see the colonel.” The lieutenant had been Colour Sergeant Windridge’s predecessor and had been the best soldier in the regiment. I went to bed feeling better. What I did not know was the Colour Sergeant would not see the lieutenant until the next day.  
 
    The MO put salve on Hepplewhite’s hands and bandaged them. What he did not do was give him a chitty to excuse duty. I had the section up and ready before the lieutenant arrived for his inspection. It gave me the chance to talk to Albert, “Just make sure you obey every order promptly, eh lad? Don’t give the officer the excuse to find fault.” 
 
    “I do try, Corp, honest I do but sometimes I get left and right mixed up.” 
 
    “Which hand do you hold your pint in?” 
 
    I saw him frown and then beam. He nodded to his right hand, “This one Corp.” 
 
    “Then that is your right. When I say right then think pint hand. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, Corp.” 
 
    The anger on the lieutenant’s face was still there as he strode belligerently up to the line of red-coated soldiers. I knew that their equipment was perfect, I had checked it myself. They were all ramrod straight and at attention. Their faces were set and as he approached, I said, “Section, attention!” I would not risk abbreviating the command as I normally did in case he took offence to that. 
 
    He marched along the line peering at every face and every uniform. Despite seeking he found no fault. 
 
    “Very well, Corporal Roberts, let us see them go through the drills.” 
 
    The drills went perfectly. Even Hepplewhite who had missed the extra training session I had put in, thanks to ‘pint hand’, managed. 
 
    “Now let us see them use their bayonets.” 
 
    “Prepare to fix bayonets.” 
 
    Every right hand went directly to the bayonet and was ready to draw as one. 
 
    “Fix bayonets.” 
 
    The bayonets all came out together and rose as one so that the socket was ready to be placed on the end of the rifle. The clang on the cobbles as Hepplewhite dropped his echoed across the parade ground. Even as Albert bent to retrieve the weapon, I saw the look of joy on the officer’s face. It had been the bandage on Hepplewhite’s hand that had caused the accident. That was clear to all but I don’t think that the lieutenant was bothered.  
 
    He strode over to me and handed me his cane. “Corporal Roberts, I want this man to bare his buttocks and for you to cane him. Twenty strokes should teach him a lesson.” 
 
    I stared ahead and did not take the proffered wooden cane. 
 
    “Did you not hear me, Roberts, I gave you an order?” 
 
    “Sir, it is against regulations to use physical punishment on any soldier. Flogging was banned some time ago.” 
 
    “This is just caning. I was caned at my school and it did me no harm.” 
 
    “No, sir. Hepplewhite has injured hands and he could not help what he did.” 
 
    The lowered voice was a warning, “So you are refusing to obey my order?” 
 
    “With respect, sir, yes.” 
 
    As it happened Colour Sergeant Windridge was close by and he was spied by Lieutenant Harding-Smythe. “Colour Sergeant.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “This man has refused to obey an order. I want him confined to barracks while I see the colonel.” He gave no explanation but turned and marched off. The colour sergeant had no idea what was going on. He said, “Refused an order, Jack?” 
 
    I nodded, “I was ordered to tell Hepplewhite to bare his buttocks so that I could cane him.” 
 
    The whole section nodded and it was some comfort to know that I had their support. 
 
    “Right, come with me. You lot, at ease and await my return.” As we headed for the barracks he said, “Soon have this little lot cleared up, Jack. I know there are officers who still like to birch or cane but the colonel doesn’t approve.” Once in the barracks, I sat on my bed. He grinned, “A morning off work is not a bad thing, eh Jack?” 
 
    I sat and I brooded. I was in the right and he was in the wrong. I did not want a morning off. I had a good section and I wanted to work with them. I hoped that the colonel would realise that the lieutenant was a bad apple. There were ways and means for the colonel to put the martinet out of harm’s way. He could make him adjutant and let him deal with paperwork. We did not really need an officer. Although Captain Bromhead had been a rock at Rorke’s Drift it had been the steel of the non-commissioned officers and chosen men that had won the day. 
 
    The noonday meal came and I was still confined to barracks. I had expected to be back with my section within the hour. When Colour Sergeant Windridge returned, Captain Bromhead accompanied him. “Come with us, lad. The colonel wants a word.” The colour sergeant’s tone was not encouraging. It sounded like the tolling of a death knell. 
 
    As we left Captain Bromhead said, loudly as he always did, “Sorry about this, Roberts, but the lieutenant has connections at the war office and the colonel has the regiment to think about.” 
 
    “Sir, it was not a lawful order.” 
 
    Colour Sergeant Windridge said, “We all know that, lad, but there is still a great deal of blame attached to the regiment because of Isandlwana. Our regiment managed to avoid amalgamation in the Cardwell reforms, the colonel…” 
 
    We had reached the office and Colour Sergeant Windridge flicked some imaginary fluff from my uniform. “Keep your face straight and your mouth shut.” 
 
    “Yes, Colour Sergeant.” 
 
    I was marched into the office and ordered to take off my cap. Lieutenant Harding-Smyth smirked at me. I kept my eyes fixed on the map of Wales above the colonel’s head. 
 
    “Corporal Roberts, Lieutenant Harding-Smythe has made a very serious accusation. He attests that you have tried to undermine him at every turn.” My mouth almost dropped open. “He says that on the march yesterday, you carried a soldier’s gun and allowed men to lag behind others and that today you refused to obey an order.” It was clear that I was not going to be allowed to speak for he went on quickly. “We cannot have dissension in the regiment.” He looked up and smiled, “Captain Bromhead has spoken on your behalf. Perhaps you might be better off in another regiment. The Shropshire Foot has a need for experienced men, especially non-commissioned officers for they are about to go on foreign service. You are to be transferred to that battalion with immediate effect. You will still be a soldier of the queen but you can use your experience to help the Shropshires become better.” 
 
    That was not good enough for the bully, “Sir, I protest. I want Roberts to lose his stripes.” 
 
    There was steel in the voice of the colonel, “Lieutenant, your father may have sway in Whitehall but here I run this regiment, now take Colour Sergeant Windridge who will assist you today.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “And have Hepplewhite sent to the MO again, Colour Sergeant.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    The silence in the room felt oppressive. I had been told to remain silent but I could not, “Sir, this is unfair. The officer should be punished and not me.” 
 
    The colonel leaned back and put his fingers together, almost as though he was at prayer. “Roberts, you are highly thought of in this regiment but we cannot afford a scandal and if you remain here then there would be ripples that would show us in a poor light. You have the chance for a new start with a new regiment. I hear they are being sent to India in the next year or so. You are a good soldier and could make a sergeant within the next ten years.” 
 
    India! I was being sent abroad so that the lieutenant and I would never cross paths again. 
 
    Captain Bromhead said, “It is unfair, Roberts, and I have done my best but we have the regiment to think of. We need to build on the success at Rorke’s Drift and put Isandlwana behind us.” 
 
    It was done. That I had the sympathy of the whole battalion just made my punishment worse. Poor Albert was particularly upset. I did not know if that was because he would be left at the mercy of the martinet or was genuinely upset. My world had been turned upside down and I could not think straight. The next day I was given my railway warrant and took a train to Shrewsbury. I had thought to be a soldier in the 24th for my whole career. I was wrong and as I sat in the carriage I wondered if I had chosen the wrong career. Was it too late to do something about it? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Shrewsbury 1881 
 
    The bulky manilla packet, sealed with wax, the colonel had given me was my pass into the barracks at Shrewsbury Castle. The colonel was away and the adjutant, an aged officer, Captain Philips, was the one to free me. He had the office door closed by his orderly and invited me to take a seat. He had the look of an old soldier who was coming to the end of his time in the army. His office felt like a comfortable study. He lit his pipe and studied me and then broke the seal and began to read the contents. It was my service file but I could not help but notice letters there. He glanced up from time to time as he read each document and then placed it neatly in a pile. 
 
    When he had finished reading, he smiled as he leaned back in his chair. “Roberts, I have served in this regiment my whole career and I have never heard a shot fired in anger. When the regiment was in India, I was here training the replacements. I have read, with interest, this letter from your colonel and Captain Bromhead.” He tapped the letters, “You fought at the battle where so many VCs were won. I envy you. I shall never know how brave or cowardly I am. I shall grow roses and wonder.” He leaned forward, “There are two pieces of news which should interest you. First, this regiment is to be amalgamated with another. Second, I have heard that we are to be sent abroad.” He shook his head, “Perhaps my chance to discover what is within me, eh? I know that you regard this move to a new regiment as a punishment. I can see it in your face and looking at the letters I can understand those feelings. Let me say that it is not. We really do need men like you. When this regiment fights you may well be one of the few who has endured battle. You were at Rorke’s Drift.” He said it as though my mere presence there elevated me. I nodded, “And while the newspapers tell us how glorious the battle was, I know it must have been bloody.” 
 
    I spoke for the first time, “It was, sir.” 
 
    “Then you should know that your colonel thinks that you should have had more reward in terms of honours and that you could and should be a lance sergeant. I will put the case forward to the colonel when he returns. It would mean more pay.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes sir, unless an officer took a dislike to me and had the stripes removed.” 
 
    “Don’t be bitter, Roberts. You have a good service record. I do not know this officer but he is in the past.” 
 
    “Sir, if we are amalgamated then you cannot know the calibre of the officers from the regiment that is joining us and, with respect, you are leaving the regiment.” 
 
    He nodded, “But not until it is posted abroad. You have to trust me, Roberts. I will do all that I can to ensure that your time with us is a happy one.” 
 
    “Do you mind me asking why, sir?” 
 
    He nodded, “I know Gonville Bromhead and Lieutenant Melville was my cousin.” He tapped the letter. “I know what you did, all of it.” I knew then that letter from Captain Bromhead had to have been written before the incident with Hartington-Smythe. The officers in the army were a network of old families and the product of the public schools. It was like a secret society. I wondered how Lieutenant Bourne would cope in the new world. 
 
    “Yes, sir, I just want to be a good soldier.” 
 
    The captain tapped the letters in his hand, “And this tells me that you are. Let us use those skills to make this new regiment even better.” 
 
    I thought back to Trooper. He had told me of officers like Harding-Smythe. Trooper had also said that the non-commissioned officers made the real army. I was now one. 
 
    In the event, my arrival went almost unnoticed as old soldiers were given their pensions and new ones arrived. The colonel did not arrive back for a week and I saw that Captain Philips was the driving force behind this regiment. I was put in command of a section. We were part of a platoon and that was part of a company. A sergeant commanded the platoon. The sergeant who commanded the company was a senior one and above them all were the colour sergeant and sergeant major. My new rank was yet to be confirmed and so I had just the two stripes. However, word had gotten around about my adventures in the Zulu wars and both rank and file were keen to know all the details. The captain had been right, this regiment had enjoyed a peaceful time since they had returned from India in 1860. That was twenty years earlier and none remained from the time when the regiment had earned five VCs. I was a novelty. I passed for a veteran and that gave me status. 
 
    I threw myself into the training. The captain was a man of his word and the officer who commanded me and the platoon was not a young man. He was still a lieutenant but Lieutenant Hodges had served the regiment for ten years and knew how to be an officer. He had nothing to prove and, indeed, was keen to learn from me. The story of our defence of the mission had appeared in many newspapers. Everyone wanted to know the reality. The section themselves were also, in the main, good lads and despite the fact that I was younger than many of them, they took both my orders and my advice. Captain Philips had been right. It was a new start and one I should embrace. My bitterness began to seep away. I had closed one door but thanks to Captain Bromhead and Captain Philips another had opened. 
 
    After the first month, I felt brave enough to go into the town and enjoy a pipe and a pint. The other NCOs all recommended a pub called the ‘Eagle and Child’. There were unspoken rules and that particular pub was used by NCOs. I began going there because I felt sorry for myself. The other soldiers had all made me welcome but it was not my regiment and, at first, I was still resentful about the injustice of it all. It did not help that I still wore my old uniform. I would be getting a new one but as it was still serviceable and there was the prospect of foreign duty when all the regiment would be issued new gear it was deemed that I did not need one. The other corporals and sergeants soon realised that I wished to be left alone and I had my own little corner where I sat. I enjoyed the solitude. I never had more than two pints and I smoked my pipe and wrapped myself in the comfortable blanket of memories of Natal. 
 
    The pub had girls who, for a handful of coins would provide comforts other than beer. That was not to say that all the girls were as free and easy with their favours. One such girl was Annie. She was only eighteen or so and, as I discovered, an orphan. She lodged with some of the other girls. They were the ones who were happy to sell their favours. In return for the room, Annie cooked and cleaned for them. It was a worthwhile arrangement. All the soldiers respected her attitude but some of the men who also used the pub did not see the demarcation line. It was not a whorehouse. The girls decided if they wanted to lie with the men who sought comfort and company. In the main, it was a system that worked and was not abused. The landlord, Geraint, took no commission. His trade was increased by the arrangement and he seemed to be quite paternal towards the girls. 
 
    A month or so after I had begun to drink there I went for a drink; I only ever drank two at the most. I enjoyed drinking good beer and smoking my pipe, and, if I am honest, feeling sorry for myself for there had been no word about foreign service. Annie was serving and I liked her. She had a lovely smile and a good sense of humour. I had been chatting with her while she hand-pulled the beer and enjoying the conversation when a bunch of young men entered. They were labourers, navvies, working on the railway. They would be gone in a month. They were relatively well paid for their work. They were only given a few opportunities to make the most of such freedom. Bill, who had been on the iron gang at Pritchard’s had been one and he had told me the tales. I knew that they thought of themselves as tough young men. As soon as they entered, I went to my corner. They were loud and they were young. They also thought that they were good fighters. Bill had told me of bare-knuckle contests in the navvy camps. The largest of them made the mistake of brushing against Sergeant Thomas and spilling his beer. The sergeant made Colour Sergeant Windridge look slim.  
 
    Flicking the beer from his red tunic the Welshman said, “Son, if you can’t handle your beer, stick to pop!” 
 
    The young man squared up to the sergeant. As Sergeant Thomas was not alone the loudmouth quickly realised his mistake and backed off. I saw him glowering at their backs all night. When they left, he turned his attention to Annie and Mary, the two barmaids. Mary did take money for favours. However, when he heard the price she asked, he turned his attention to Annie. I smiled. The girls raised their prices when they did not wish to go with a man. Annie, however, was clearly uncomfortable. I had planned on just one pint but seeing her discomfort I finished my beer and went to the bar for a second. 
 
    “Come on, love, you don’t charge as much as this stuck-up cow do you?” 
 
    Geraint, the landlord said, “Eh, son, watch your language.” 
 
    The young man had clearly had too much to drink for he waved a contemptuous hand at the diminutive landlord. “I asked you a question, how much do you charge?” 
 
    She looked at me, “A pint again?” 
 
    “Yes please.”  
 
    As I counted out the money, she pulled my pint and said, with a smile on her face, “I am sorry, but I am not like that. There are others who are but not me.” 
 
    He laughed and put half a crown on the bar, “Here, half a crown for ten minutes around the back.” 
 
    “That will be four pence, Jack.” 
 
    As I handed over the money the young man seemed to see my uniform for the first time. “Jack, eh? I see, so a uniform gets you what you want. Typical.” He pushed me, clearly intent on beginning a fight. “I bet you are a typical soldier, all mouth and trousers!” 
 
    I turned and grabbed his hand which he had bunched into a fist ready to hit me. I began to squeeze, “Listen you loudmouth, you are not welcome here,” I looked at Geraint, “Isn’t that true, landlord?” 
 
    “Aye, finish your drinks, sling your hook, you are all barred.”  
 
    There were still a couple of soldiers in the bar as well as some locals and they all stood and edged towards the labourers. The rest saw the writing on the wall and one said, “Come on, Joe, there are plenty of pubs.” 
 
    Joe’s hand was hurting but he was bigger than I was and I saw what was coming. He pulled back his head to butt me. I simply tucked in my chin and his nose smashed into the top of my skull. The rest of the pub burst into laughter as blood erupted from his nose. The butt made his eyes water and I pushed his hand away, “You lads get him out of here before he really gets hurt.” 
 
    They led him out and the pub cheered and applauded. The landlord said, “Thanks for that, Jack. I am getting too old for fisticuffs.” 
 
    Annie looked worried, “Will you be alright, Jack? It was very gallant of you but I wouldn’t want you to get hurt on my account.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I will be fine.” 
 
    I sat down and drank the beer which tasted better. The pipe I lit smoked sweeter and the smiles from my fellow non-coms and the other clientele made me feel better about myself. I knew why. For the first time, I wasn’t thinking about myself. When I had finished the beer, I took the tankard back to the bar. “Thanks Annie.” 
 
    “No, Thank you. I know this is a bit forward but I get Sundays off. Is there any chance of meeting up and having a walk in the park?” She shook her head, “If you are a young lady and walk by yourself then people get the wrong idea. I can see that you are a gentleman and I have been trying to pluck up the courage since you first started drinking here.” 
 
    I did not think she had even noticed me. I smiled, “Of course, I can meet you outside the castle after church parade if you like.” 
 
    Her smile and nod made me feel even better. 
 
    As I stepped outside into the cool air my sixth sense kicked in. The outside of the pub was empty. The street was unlit and I had six hundred yards to the barracks. I was not a fool and guessed that Joe would want some revenge. I looked to the left and right and saw no one but I did smell unwashed bodies. That was not unusual. Most people took a weekly bath and this was in the middle of the week. However, this was the stink of a labouring man. Joe was somewhere close. I stepped into the middle of the street. The only traffic might be a horse-drawn hackney cab but they were rare and I walked in silence and in the dark. The wooden stave that swung from my right came suddenly but my time hunting for the colours of the 24th had given me good reactions. I ducked beneath it and swung my left hand at the stomach of the man who had wielded the wood. It was one of those who had been in the pub but it was not Joe. Joe had allowed his friend to initiate the attack and he brought his stave down to smash at my head. I moved towards him and my movement meant his stave hit my back and not my head. I hit him hard in the gut with my right hand. The hands on the stave brushed my head but there was no force behind the blow. I hit him hard in the ribs with my left fist and then on the other side with my right. I heard bones crack. The first man had recovered and I sensed the stave coming for me. They had both had too much to drink and I stepped out of the way. The stave smashed into Joe’s head and he fell in a heap. 
 
    Just then I heard a whistle and two constables arrived. I was also aware that others had come from the pub when they had heard the altercation. Joe’s mate was standing with his hands on the stave while blood dripped down the face of the unconscious Joe. 
 
    Geraint pointed at the two men, “Those two caused bother in my pub, Constable Rees, and they attacked the corporal.” 
 
    The constable nodded, “Aye, we heard there had been some bother. We will take them down to the station where they will be charged with breach of the peace. We don’t need their kind here. You alright corporal?” 
 
    One of the sergeants who had been in the pub said, “That is Lance Sergeant Roberts and he will be alright. He is a soldier. Don’t worry, constable, we will see him home. Come on Jack.” 
 
    From that moment I was not only accepted but welcomed into the regiment and I began to feel less sorry for myself. The story spread and it became clear that everyone approved of my actions. The fact that I had taken on two hulking great labourers and soundly thrashed them was a badge of honour for me. I had no injuries, except for grazed knuckles and my tunic was undamaged.  
 
    Sunday was our day off. We had one duty every four weeks and, as it happened, I was able to take advantage of Annie’s offer. I now had two medal ribbons on my uniform. It made me feel less like a novice. I had the Zulu War Campaign medal and the South African General Service medal. I felt proud to be wearing them. With my boots polished until you could see my face in them and my forage cap at a jaunty angle, I tucked my swagger stick under my arm and awaited Annie. I was ribbed, of course, by other NCOs but that was to be expected. It was all good-natured. When Annie arrived, I saw that she too had made a real effort. She wore what was patently her best dress and bonnet and shoes that had a slight heel on them. There was the tiniest amount of rouge on her cheeks and a little more on her lips. As she neared me, I caught the faintest whiff of toilet water. 
 
    I gave a slight bow, “You are beautiful, my dear, and I am honoured to walk with you in the park.” Standing I put my right hand on my hip and said, “My arm?” 
 
    She slipped her arm into mine and nestled a little closer to me. I was becoming intoxicated. It was a lovely afternoon. I had coins in my pocket and there was an Italian ice cream seller in the park. I bought her an ice cream and it was as though I had given her a diamond. She was a lovely bubbly girl. Apart from my sisters and Hooky’s wife, Ada, I had little experience of women and it showed. She chattered on about the girls in the pub and the house in which she lived. She told me that one of them had loaned her the shoes and it was they who had applied the rouge. I told her of my family in Liverpool and St Helens and she was genuinely interested in them. her family had lived on a small hill farm close to Builth Wells and it had been illness which had wiped them out. 
 
    “I know not why I was saved, Jack, but I determined to make a good life. I work in the pub as it is the only job I could get but I save each week and one day I will make something of myself. I know not what that shall be but I have dreams.” 
 
    I found myself captivated by her and when it was time to return to her lodgings, I found myself reluctant to leave. “Shall I see you again, Annie?” 
 
    She laughed, “As you come into the pub two or three times a week, I think that you shall.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I mean, like today.” 
 
    “Walking out with me, Lance Sergeant Roberts, what will people say?” 
 
    “I care not. Next week?” 
 
    “Next week.” 
 
    We enjoyed more walks and I found myself looking forward to Sunday and the chance to talk to the sweet Welsh girl with the lilting voice and sparkling eyes. Three weeks later she invited me into the house where she lodged. She was keen to show me her culinary skills and had made a cake and scones. It was all very prim and proper. I think the other women in the house were amused by it. Some of them had clients and I heard the bump of a headboard from upstairs but everyone tactfully avoided mentioning it. I loved every moment and the girls seemed to enjoy my company. I told them the same tale of Rorke’s Drift I had told my family, the acceptable version and they squealed when I told it. 
 
    Doris was the oldest of the women and she smiled and shook her head, “You are a natural storyteller, Jack. People pay good money to hear such tales at the music hall. You could earn a good living.” 
 
    “Not for me, Doris. I am a soldier pure and simple.” I stood, “Anyway, I must be going. It wouldn’t do to be on a charge.” 
 
    “And next week come here, Jack. You are good company and it is nice to talk to a real hero. You won’t mind will you Annie?” 
 
    I had come to know Annie, not well but well enough to know that while she said, “Of course, not.” She did not mean it. She would rather have me all to herself. 
 
    The next week saw a return to the house. The ladies had made a real effort and put on their version of a high tea. There were no crusts cut off the sandwiches and they were rough ham and mustard while the scones just had butter and no cream but it was a nice gesture. I could see, however, that Annie just wanted us to be alone. We laughed, sometimes until our sides ached but I saw that Annie was not as happy as I had thought she would be. She saw me to the door when I left and then to the end of the street. She linked my arm and when we were out of sight she turned and held my hands in hers. 
 
    “Next week, Jack, just you and me, eh? I don’t like sharing. I will meet you outside the barracks and we will go to the park again.” 
 
    “Of course, I could see that you were uncomfortable.” 
 
    “They are all good girls but they all have boys or men in their lives. I only have you and I am selfish. I want to keep you all to myself.” 
 
    “And so you shall.” 
 
    The following Sunday saw us in more familiar territory and she squeezed my arm as we walked through the park. The clouds that suddenly appeared and sent a deluge to drown us spoiled an otherwise perfect afternoon. We ran to her home and raced up the stairs to her tiny room. Our clothes were soaked. She opened the door and I said, “I will let you get changed then, Annie. I shall see you next week.” 
 
    She took my hand and shook her head, “No, Jack. Wait here while I get changed then you can come in and we can talk.” 
 
    I looked around, nervously, “Is that proper?” 
 
    She smiled, “It is.” 
 
    The door closed and I took off my tunic in the hallway. The good thing about the tunic was that it kept our moisture for longer than ordinary clothes. My shirt, beneath, was barely damp and my trousers were already drying. 
 
    Doris appeared and laughed, “Got a soaking, did you, Jack?” 
 
    I nodded, “Annie is just changing.” 
 
    She gave me a knowing look, “You two are right together, you know. We all see that.” With those enigmatic words hanging in the air she returned to her room. 
 
    The door opened and I saw that Annie had donned a dressing gown. “Come in and we can dry your things. I shall get a fire going.” 
 
    I saw the smallest fireplace I had ever seen in my life in the corner. It obviously fed off the main one downstairs. I shook my head, “I will do that. It is not a job for a lady.” 
 
    She had all the makings but my flint, the one I always kept with me, was better than hers. The kindling soon caught and I had a fine fire going quickly. I put the fireguard before it, the room was so small that sparks could have started a fire, and hung my tunic from it. It soon steamed as the moisture evaporated. 
 
    “Take off your boots, Jack. They will need to dry too.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She laughed, “The only place to sit is on the bed and the last thing I want are your muddy boots on it.” 
 
    I took off the boots and placed them close to the fireguard. She sat on the bed and patted the space beside her. It was a single bed. 
 
    “I feel so safe when you are here.” 
 
    “I will always be here to protect you, my lady.” 
 
    She laughed, “My lady! I do like the way to speak to me, Jack. It is so much nicer than the way the regulars talk to me. Oh, don’t get me wrong, they are not rude but just, well, over-familiar, you know? They call me love or honey. One chap who comes from Nottingham calls me ducks. They mean nothing but…” 
 
    “I know.” Auntie Sarah and my mother had brought me up to speak to all women as though they were ladies. 
 
    She nestled her head on my shoulder, “This is nice.”  
 
    We sat in companionable silence and the smell of her hair and the remains of the toilet water drifted up to my nose. Her fingers played with mine. She stroked them and, I know not why, I found that it aroused me. The winter’s days were short and as the room darkened, we were only lit by the light from the fire. Annie shifted a little so that her back was to the wall. She looked up at me, “Jack, I have never been kissed.” 
 
    “If you are inviting me to kiss you then you have chosen the wrong man for the ways of women are foreign to me.” 
 
    “All the girls have told me about kissing and… well, you know. I should like my first kiss to be from you, Jack. Is that brazen of me?” 
 
    I shook my head, “Not a harmless kiss but don’t expect much, Annie.” 
 
    I cupped her chin in my hand and lifted her head. When our lips met, I was not expecting it to have the effect it had. It made my whole body change. The one kiss lasted longer than I had expected and when it ended her eyes were wide.  
 
    That was the moment I should have risen and left but I was caught up in that first kiss and I obeyed. It was a mistake. That first kiss became many kisses and our hands explored each other. I know I never intended for what happened to happen but it did and afterwards, spent, I found myself wishing that I could go back in time and say goodbye at the door. I lay there and wished I was not there. When the church bell tolled, I had the chance to leave.  
 
    “I had better go, Annie.” 
 
    “I love, you, Jack.” 
 
    I held her hands and said, meaning every word, “And I love you, Annie, but this is too sudden. It is like the rain that came before.” 
 
    “Will I see you next week?” 
 
     “I hope so.” 
 
    I did not put my boots on in the room but carried them downstairs. At the door, she stood on tiptoe to give me a kiss. I knew then that I loved Annie but, as I hurried through the rain to the barracks, I still regretted what we had done. It was not right and I had been brought up better. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Sometimes events conspire to change your life. I know not how the events occurred but on Monday morning all the officers and non-commissioned officers were summoned to a meeting. The regiment was to travel to London to take part in the Trooping of the Colour, a celebration of Queen Victoria’s official birthday. It was an honour for the regiment to take part although we would be on the periphery. The new colours of the amalgamated regiments were the reason for our inclusion. It meant three weeks in London as there would have to be many rehearsals to get everything just right. There would be no opportunity for me to visit the house and inform Annie as we were due to leave Shrewsbury by train, that day. I confess that the three weeks were so busy and full of new things to learn that Annie was not in my mind. It was good for the regiment as all of us were having to learn new drills. It made us better soldiers and I never thought that drill would do that. 
 
    When we returned there was a rumour that we would be going to India. When we were issued with tropical uniforms the rumour gained meat. I did not get the chance to go to the pub as the whole regiment was confined to barracks for a month while we trained and drilled. We were all checked over by the regimental doctors as the colonel did not wish to risk us taking a disease to a country where tropical diseases were rife. After a month we were allowed to leave the barracks, but, and I regret this still, I did not bother to go to the pub. All the work with the Trooping of the Colours, not to mention the possibility of tropical service made me focus on my job. I did not forget about Annie. I still dreamt of her at night but I began to think that this was for the best. I felt like a cad. I had taken advantage of a young woman and I knew that if my mother ever found out she would be ashamed of me and I did not want that. 
 
    When Doris turned up at the barracks asking to speak to me, three months after the rainstorm and the wet uniform, I was mocked by the sergeant on duty who knew Doris in the Biblical sense. 
 
    “Eh, up, Roberts, you must be something special that you are sought after here at the barracks.” 
 
    Doris stood with her hands on her hips, “You are so sharp you might cut yourself, Sergeant. I don’t think any woman will bother seeking your favours.” The derogatory glance she gave to his midriff made the two sentries smile and him to redden. “I need a word, Jack.” 
 
    “Of course.” I turned to the sergeant, “I shall just be there, Sergeant Harris. I am not leaving the barracks.” 
 
    He nodded his agreement. 
 
    I had no idea why Doris was here. Her face was serious and that was unusual for a woman who grinned all the time. “It is Annie.” 
 
    “She is alright, isn’t she? I mean I would have called around again but we were in London and then…” 
 
    She nodded, “We know you have been busy and as for being all right, well, Jack there is no easy way around this. She is pregnant. You are going to be a dad.” 
 
    If she had slapped my face, I could not have been more shocked, “What?” 
 
    “I know you have both only done it the once, Annie told me, and that you have been unlucky but there is no getting around it. She is going to have a baby and that means she will lose her job at the pub.” 
 
    “I…, I er…” 
 
    She smiled, “Look, come around to the house on Sunday. She needs looking after and I know that you are a gentleman. You will see her alright.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course. She is well?” 
 
    Doris beamed, “Blooming. Don’t worry, some of the girls have been pregnant. I have two bairns myself. We know how to look after girls in her condition.” 
 
    I returned to the barracks in a state of shock. A picture of my mother came to my mind. I was telling her what had happened and she was telling me to wed the girl. That was not as easy as it sounded. I was a serving soldier and had to have permission. I knew from Hooky and Ada that being married did not guarantee married quarters. I went to the adjutant. Since I had joined the regiment, he had often sought me out to talk to me. Our joint connection to Lieutenant Melville helped. 
 
    He was an astute man and knew that something was amiss as soon as I entered his office, “Sit down, Roberts.” He took out his pipe, “Smoke your own if you wish, Roberts. I can see from your face that this is something difficult and I find smoking a pipe helps to comfort me.” 
 
    I did as he suggested. The silence was an easy one as we both filled and lit our pipes. I told him the whole story, including the part with Joe the labourer. When I had finished my pipe had gone out although the larger bowled pipe of the adjutant still burned. As I scraped out the remains into the ashtray the adjutant spoke. His voice was like that of a kindly uncle and was without prejudice, “I think you have been unlucky. A little foolish too but from your words, this was your own misjudgement and I think luck had more than a little part to play. You must marry the girl.” He looked me in the eyes and I nodded. We both knew that such a lofty ideal as love was not even to be considered. “I would say the sooner the better. I can arrange for the padre to officiate. I am not sure that the local vicar would approve. From what I understand the house where your young lady resides is considered a house of ill repute.” 
 
    “Annie is not like that!” 
 
    He held up his hand, “I know and I am trying to help here. You can be married in three weeks.” 
 
    “If Annie agrees.” 
 
    He smiled, “I am confident that, from what you have told me your young lady will be agreeable. Now I am afraid that there are no married quarters at the moment and, if I am to be honest, little likelihood in the near future. Added to that we may be sent abroad…” 
 
    “She can live where she does until the baby is born and then, Captain, if I could have compassionate leave, I can take her and my child, home to my family. They will look after them both.” 
 
    “Are you certain of that?” 
 
    I shook my head, “I confess, Captain Philips, that I am in completely unknown territory. I will write to my mother and tell her. I have been frugal with my pay and I will see that she does not go short.” 
 
    “I admire your resolve, Roberts. I am a bachelor although I have known women. I would like to think that if I was in the same boat as you, I would behave in the same way.” 
 
    We finished the details and as I rose, I said, “I would like this kept quiet until the last moment, sir.” 
 
    “Of course,” he waved his arm around the office, “Consider this the confessional.” 
 
    I sat and spent an hour writing the most difficult letter of my life to my mother. 
 
    When I arrived at the house on Sunday, I found my feet dragging. I would be judged, quite rightly, by the other women in the house. I wondered how Annie would view me. Even as the thought came to me, I knew that my mother’s reaction would be even harder to bear. I was a defiler of women. Surprisingly there were smiles when I entered and Annie was sitting in the room they called the parlour. All the others left but Doris remained, “I will stay… well to put it bluntly to see if either of you need me. Whatever you say shall not leave this room.” 
 
    I nodded. Annie reached out for my hand and I took it, “I have missed you.” 
 
    My voice broke as I said, “And I, you.” That was the signal for the dam to burst and she stood and threw her arms around me. “I am sorry, Annie. I should have had more control.” 
 
    She pushed me away and the tears stopped as she wiped her arm across her eyes, “There were two of us in my room that day and we both did what we did… out of love so do not diminish it.” 
 
    “But I am the man and it was my…” 
 
    “You are a man and did what a man does. It is done now and we need to decide what we do. You need not marry me.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes, I do and it is arranged. Three weeks from today we will be married in the regimental chapel. It will be done and done well. I will support you until the baby is born and then I thought to take you to my home. I am to be sent abroad and I want my family to look after you.” 
 
    “Will they do that?” 
 
    I sat, deflated, “In all truth, I know not. I hope so for I have a caring family but this is unprecedented. I have written to my mother and I will let you know. Whatever happens, you will be looked after.” 
 
    The letter with the Liverpool postmark arrived at the end of the week. I left it on the stand next to my bed for most of the day as I was afraid to open it. After mess, I stood in front of the mirror and counselled myself, “You have faced four thousand Zulus trying to kill you, Jack Roberts. This is a letter from your mother and she loves you. Open it!” 
 
    I slit it open with my pipe knife and sat on the bed to read it. 
 
    My Dearest Son, 
 
    It was good to read a letter from you but I confess that its contents made me cry. The tears were not tears of judgement but rather the realisation that another woman has your heart. You have to marry her, that is only right and proper. My sadness is that I will not be able to be there for the ceremony. That is not because I do not wish to be there, I do, but Nan is ill. She is close to death and we dare not stir for fear of missing the moment. Do not fear, this is not because of you. We have not told her the news but as she drifts in and out of this world into a world of her childhood, I think it matters not. It is our duty to be here for her until she passes. When that is done, I intend to come to Shrewsbury for I would like to see you and to reassure you both that your family here, in Liverpool, will always be here for you. Aunt Sarah, Billy, Alice and Sarah, all know your news. 
 
    Your letter made me fear for your spirits. This is not a bad thing, Jack. Bringing a child into the world is a wonderful thing. I have experienced it four times and I am proud as Punch of all my children. You will be proud of yours. This is not the way I would have wanted things to turn out but God often presents us with trials to see how we deal with them. I know you, Jack, and you will handle this. It will make you a better man. 
 
    Hoping to see you soon,  
 
    Your loving Mother 
 
    I read the letter three or four times and that night slept better than I had in a long time. I know not what I was expecting, the worst probably. 
 
    The wedding itself was a simple affair. The captain and the padre along with Doris and Geraint were the only witnesses. I wished my family could have been there as the chapel was festooned with flags and standards and the chapel itself was ancient. Despite her bump, Annie looked radiant. I did love her but there would always be the nagging doubt in my mind that our hasty liaison had distorted things. Geraint and the ladies had laid on food at the pub and my comrades who were off duty came to toast us. There would, however, be no wedding night. After the food, Annie put away her dress for she would still be working and the captain escorted me back to the barracks. 
 
    “You are a lucky man, Sergeant Roberts, she is a lovely girl and I envy you.” 
 
    I stopped, surprised by the grey-haired captain’s words, “Envy me, sir? I have got a girl into trouble and as I am about to be sent abroad, I have no idea if I will even see my child.” 
 
    He nodded, “You are right, there are negatives but more positives in my view. She looks to me like a lovely girl and, more importantly, is clearly besotted with you. That is a good start. You are both young and you will make this work.” He tapped out his pipe, “And you have made a mark on this world. When I die all that will be left is a pile of earth with, perhaps, a stone. It will be untended. You have now a child who would, at least, put flowers there now and then.” I had thought the captain had all that he wanted. I was wrong, 
 
    The conversation made me think that he was right. I was given permission to spend the weekends away from the barracks and we were able to snuggle up on Friday and Saturday nights in the single bed. It was a relief to me as during the week we were training harder than ever. It was clear that we would be sent to Egypt and, it was rumoured, the Sudan. There was trouble there and with the Suez Canal so important to the Empire, then Egypt had to be kept safe. Every moment was spent in exercises, often with cavalry regiments. It was clear that this war would be fought differently from the Zulu war. Lessons had been learned and there would be more cooperation. Captain Philips, who had taken a shine to me, managed to get my temporary rank of sergeant confirmed and that meant more money. I had always been a saver and in the months left before the birth, I smoked less and barely drank at all. 
 
    When my mother arrived at the barracks, I knew that it meant my nan had died. Mother was philosophical about the whole thing. I walked her to the pub where Geraint insisted on giving her a room for her three-day stay. She had arranged it so that she arrived on Saturday and would leave on Monday. I would not be able to see her off but Annie would. As we walked, she said, “Your nan almost died after Isandlwana. When you returned it was as though she had been gifted extra life. The first six months were wonderful, Jack. She was so proud of you and what you achieved. It was only the last few months when she deteriorated.” She suddenly stopped, “Eeeh, I have just thought. She couldn't have known it but it was around the time your young lady became pregnant. It is a sign.” 
 
    “A sign?” 
 
    “Yes, Jack, one leaves this world and another one joins.” 
 
    Geraint had arranged for Annie’s shifts to be at lunchtime and so the first time my mother saw my wife she was pulling pints with an apron on. I waited until she came around the bar before I introduced them. Mother just held her arms wide and Annie rushed into them. It was perfect. I saw the other girls as they wiped away tears. Any fears they had harboured were dispelled. The two were as one. I breathed a sigh of relief. The two days saw my mother spending more time with Annie than with me. She even cajoled Geraint into letting her finish early and the three of us enjoyed a walk in the park. 
 
    I was not there for the parting as it was on Monday but Doris and Annie, helped by Geraint, took my mother to the railway station and there were more tears all around. Often tears are not a bad thing and, in this case, were a clear sign that all was well. 
 
    Our orders to prepare to embark came when Annie was just two weeks shy of her due date. I never understood how these things worked but the others in the house were prepared for the birth and, indeed, seemed to be looking forward to it. I rarely saw Annie in the last weeks of her pregnancy. Everything that would be needed in the Sudan and Egypt had to be checked and double-checked. The tropical gear had to be tried and, inevitably, there were issues. 
 
    I was with my section when one of the sentries came for me, “Sarge, Captain Philips said you are to go and see your wife.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    He was a new man and young, he shrugged, “No idea. Just telling you what I was told.” 
 
    I ran out as fast as I could. There were neighbours gathered outside the house and they parted when I entered. Doris looked tearful as she greeted me, “It’s a boy and he is healthy. The doctor is with Annie.” 
 
    I went from euphoria to despair in a heartbeat. Women delivered babies and doctors were only called when there was trouble. I took the narrow stairs two at a time. The doctor heard me and he greeted me at the door, “I am sorry, Sergeant Roberts, but while your son is healthy, your wife has suffered internal bleeding. Go to her.” 
 
    “You can save her, can’t you?” 
 
    He put his arm around me and said, “Give her what comfort you can. It is out of my hands and is now in God’s.” 
 
    Annie was nursing our son and he was feeding. She looked as white as a sheet. “We have a boy, Jack.” 
 
    I knew I had to be strong and I smiled, “And he is a beautiful babe. What shall we call him?” 
 
    We had avoided naming him in case we jinxed the birth. She kissed the top of his head, “I would like to name him after my father, Griffith.” She turned and looked fearful, “You do not mind, do you?” 
 
    “Of course not, it is a lovely name.” 
 
    Doris appeared behind me, “Well it looks to me like young Griff is asleep so I will take him from you, Annie, so that we can clean him up and Jack here can give you a cuddle.” 
 
    The baby gone, I sat next to her and cradled her head in my arm. “It was harder than I thought, Jack, and I feel so weak. Still, that is to be expected, eh? I hope it did not harm our son.” 
 
    “He looked healthy, let us make you well now. I have not told you enough, Annie, but I love you. I think I loved you from the first moment I saw you in the pub.” 
 
    “And I love you. When you strode in looking so handsome and spoke kindly my heart melted and now that I have met your mother, I cannot wait to meet your aunt, brother and sisters. I will have a family again. The only thing is,” 
 
    “Yes,” 
 
    “I have never lived in a big place. I hear that Liverpool is a busy port. Shrewsbury is the biggest place I have made my home. Will I fit in?” 
 
    I was fighting back tears as I said, “You will fit in. You could fit in anywhere and my family will look after you.” She suddenly winced and I shouted, Doctor!” 
 
    He must have been waiting outside the door for he rushed in and took her pulse, “Do you want something for the pain?” 
 
    She nodded and could barely get the words out, “That last spasm was as bad as the birth, doctor, and I feel so sleepy but I want to see my baby and husband.” 
 
    He gave her a spoonful from a jar. I recognised the smell. It reminded me of the hospital at Rorke’s Drift, it was morphine. “Ah, that is better. That is good medicine, doctor.” She looked up at me, “Is it wrong that I wish you to kiss me?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    I inclined my head and our lips met. It was like the first kiss and my heart lifted. She went slack in my arms and her head lolled away. The doctor was still there. He took her pulse and shook his head, “She is gone, but that was well done, sergeant. She died happy and the good lord will care for her now.” 
 
    I buried my head in her chest and sobbed uncontrollably. This was not fair and she deserved a better life than the short one she had. I cursed myself for ever having come into her life. Had I not done so then she would be alive. 
 
    It was Doris who lifted me from the corpse, “Come, Jack. You have a son to care for now. Annie would have wanted that. Love him the way you loved her and she will be happy in heaven. She loved you, you know and counted herself the luckiest woman in the world.” 
 
    “But if I had not met her, she would be alive.” 
 
    She shook her head, “You cannot think that way. These last ten months were the happiest in Annie’s life. There are many people who live far longer and do not have a tiny piece of the happiness she enjoyed. Never forget her but you honour her by caring for your son. Now go to him and hold him while we see to Annie.” 
 
    Alice, one of the other girls, handed Griffith to me and I looked at his sleeping face, “I am sorry, son, but I shall have to be a mother and a father to you. I am a soldier and will often be away but know this, not a day will go by when I do not think of you and each night I shall say a prayer for you, no matter where I am. You will be loved but I think that for me, my heart will have a hole the size of your mother.” 
 
    That first talk to my sleeping son was one of many. I know he could not understand a word but I somehow felt that Annie’s spirit was close. Things happened quickly and I seemed to be riding an unbroken stallion. The captain gave me compassionate leave for a week but told me that the regiment was leaving the barracks in eight days and I had to be back by then. Doris and Geraint did more for me than I could have hoped. A funeral was arranged quickly and the regulars in the pub all chipped in to pay for the coffin. Doris managed to get some of the new-fangled babies’ drinking bottles and teats and Griff was dry-fed with goat’s and cow’s milk. As one of the other women, Alice said, “Mother’s milk is best but try to get a mixture of milk for him.” I barely remember the funeral except that it rained and I sheltered Griff beneath my greatcoat as rain dripped from my head onto the muddy ground as the priest’s voice intoned the rite of passage to the next world. I had almost no time to mourn as immediately after the funeral I had to take the train home. I needed as much time as I could manage with my family and Griff. Before I left for Egypt I needed to be certain that he was comfortable. Doris and the girls waved me off at the station. It was like going to war. I had my haversack filled with the paraphernalia of infancy. All that I had of my gear were my changes of socks and underwear. Griff’s bed was a wicker basket and he nestled neatly in the bottom covered with swathes of blankets to help him to sleep. 
 
    “Come back to the pub before you leave, Jack, we would like to say goodbye to you.” I nodded, Doris’ last words made tears spring to my eyes, “She loved you, Jack, and the evidence is in that basket. You take care of that boy.” 
 
    There were others in the compartment and the men looked at me strangely. Men did not look after babies. I was watchful for the whole journey. Feeding him was easier than I had expected. The girls had made the baby accustomed to the rubber teat and bottle. The changing of the nappy was hard but I was lucky. There was a woman in the compartment and she aided me. Some of the men snorted when it became clear what I was doing. 
 
    The woman said, angrily, “It is a baby and once upon a time you were all babies so stop acting like babies and let this soldier see to his bairn. Here, sergeant, let me help you.” 
 
    Alice had advised me to use a piece of oilskin to place beneath Griff when I changed him. It made life a little cleaner. After we had changed him, I cringed when I had to use the nappy pin to fasten the nappy. I wrapped the nappy in the oilskin. The next time I changed him I would have to pray for a wet nappy. The woman chatted to me after we had changed him. Her husband tried to pretend he was not with her. I smiled for I knew that he would suffer for that later. Griff was a good baby. He needed one more feed before we arrived in Liverpool and although I thought he might need his nappy changed I decided to get to Aunt Sarah’s as soon as I could.  
 
    The captain had sent a telegram for me and so I knew that they would be ready at the house. When I emerged from the station, I hailed a hackney carriage. Normally, I would have taken a bus or walked. I used some of my precious horde of coins and was at Aunt Sarah’s fifteen minutes after the train arrived. 
 
    My sisters were still in St Helens but my mother and my auntie made up for their absence by fussing over us both. I saw Aunt Sarah cry for the first time. Obligingly Griff began to cry as the wet nappy was beginning to irritate him and he became the focus of our attention. By the time he was settled and in the cot my mother had found for him, Billy had arrived home from work and we were able to sit and talk. Our meal was ham sandwiches and as I had not eaten all day I was starving. I then took them through the procedures they would need to care for my son. Mother had only breastfed and Aunt Sarah had never had a child. The bottles were something new. 
 
    “I think those new cans of evaporated milk might be something you could try with him. Alice, one of Annie’s friends, said that if you could get hold of them then they were the safest milk to give him.” 
 
    “Cold?” 
 
    I smiled, “He prefers warm, like breast milk. The milk I gave him on the train was kept warm in my socks.” 
 
    Billy wrinkled his nose and I realised I had forgotten to empty the oilskin, “What is that stink?” 
 
    I went to my haversack and took out the offending item, “Come with me, Bill, you will have to do this.” I went to the outside toilet. Aunt Sarah had ensured that we had a flush toilet rather than a hole with night soil. The night light gave a dim glow. I shook the nappy to empty it down the toilet and then flushed. It was the only one in the street to have a flushing toilet. It would make life easier. “Get me a bucket, Bill, and fill it with water.” 
 
    He returned and I dropped the nappy into it.  
 
    “This is a daily job, Bill. The girls said that he will get through between six and eight a day.” 
 
    As we entered the house Bill said, “I am sorry about Annie, Jack. Mother was much taken with her.” It was still too raw for me to talk about and I just nodded, not daring to risk speech. “I will do my best while you are away. Where are you off to this time?” 
 
    “Africa again, but Egypt.” 
 
    He stopped as we neared the kitchen, “The Dervishes?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “I have read of those in the papers. They are terribly fierce warriors with great long swords. You take care, our Jack.” 
 
    I smiled, “If they are like the Zulus then they will find that a redcoat’s rifle is more than a match for them and we know how to use our lungers.” 
 
    “Lungers?” 
 
    “Bayonets. Listen, Bill, I am not afeard of any enemy but having to look after Griff makes me shake with terror.” 
 
    “Aunt Sarah and Mother will see to his wellbeing. I doubt that I will be any good but once he can walk and talk, I will do my best. You always looked after me and I will do the same for my nephew.” He stopped and grinned, “I am an uncle, Uncle Bill! I like the sound of that.” 
 
    The leave went all too quickly. I slept in the same room as Griff for the first two days and then Mother sensibly pointed out that it would be their job and he was moved into the room used by my mother. Every time he woke in the night I was up and I helped but the arms that comforted him were those of his nan. He took to her so quickly that I wondered at her words about one life leaving and another arriving. Was the spirit of my nan in my son? I do not have the words to describe my feelings when I left. Mary and Alice had managed to get a day off work and they adored him the moment that they saw him but that made the parting even harder. I envied them all the time that they would spend with my son. Their questions about Annie also made it hard for me. I knew we had not enjoyed the time together we deserved. My sisters and Annie would have got on really well and that saddened me. The biggest revelation was Auntie Sarah. She had seen us grow from a distance but suddenly she was with a living growing piece of clay that could be moulded. She would never have children but from the moment Griff entered her life he became the focus of it. 
 
    My one consolation, as I slung my almost empty haversack over my shoulder and tramped down the road was that Griff would have more love than most babies and he would be safe. His father might not be but his mother was in heaven and he was in the bosom of five people who would guard him as well as the crown jewels. It allowed me to sit on the train, smoke my pipe and think of Annie and the life we might have had. 
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    Chapter 3 
 
    The Mediterranean 1882 
 
    Back with the regiment, my self-indulgent fantasies had to end. I prepared to return to Africa and I made sure that I had all that I might need. I bought the things that we could not buy in Africa. Mint Imperials were good for you could suck them for a long time and they seemed to relieve the need to drink as much. I bought two spare pairs of socks. The army never had enough. I know that I shouldn’t have had to use my own money for what was, essentially, army equipment but I was sensible enough to know that I would reap the benefit. I bought some bar tobacco and put it in a new pouch. When we reached warmer climes, I would buy an orange and put the peel in the pouch to keep it moist. I bought a spare flint as well as a spare couple of boxes of matches that I put in an oilskin pouch. I stained my new helmet with tea to darken it. My preparations made, I bade farewell to Captain Philips who would now retire to the small house he had bought and grow roses. He gave me a couple of ounces of tobacco. With the tobacco I had would have enough for a few months. “I know you have cut down as you needed the money for little Griffith but a pipe soothes a man. When you smoke this tobacco, reflect on the good parts of your life, Jack. You were lucky and have already enjoyed more than most. I think you are a good fellow and I am proud to have known you. Enjoy your life and I will grow roses and reflect on what my life might have been like had I met my Annie.”  
 
    I was sad for the officer. The regiment had been his life and, a little like Trooper, the ending of it would be as though part of his life had ended or he had lost a limb. I saluted him and left the office.  That chapter of my life was over. I was now a father and a sergeant. Both had changed me. 
 
    He had been right. The troop train to Southampton reminded me of when we had gone to South Africa and the waiting steamships made me wonder if my life had been a dream. Was I reliving the same events over and over? My experiences from the first time aboard the Danube, enabled me to get the best berths for my section and they were grateful. This time we would not sail down the Atlantic coast of Africa but head across the Mediterranean and land at Alexandria. It would be a shorter and I hoped a more peaceful voyage. As usual, the ship was rife with rumours. 
 
    Corporal Bob Walters was my corporal and as we stood watching Sicily to the north of us and Malta to the south, we smoked our pipes. He too had heard the rumours and he brought up some of them. For some reason, they thought my experience in Natal made me prescient. “They say we will be fighting Turks, Sarge, what do you reckon?” 
 
    “The Turks lost Egypt years ago and I think they were glad to be rid of it. This chap, Arabi Pasha, the one who has rebelled against the Khedive, won’t want another imperial power taking over. I reckon that if we did not have the Suez Canal to worry about, we wouldn’t be here.” I pointed to the fleet of warships that had begun to pass us some hours ago. There were French and Royal Navy vessels. “They guarantee that whatever we want to do, there will be no interference.” 
 
    “You have done this before, sarge, what is it like?” 
 
    “That is a good question if you know what the ‘it’ is you are talking about.” He looked puzzled, “Do you mean the fighting?” He nodded, “It lasts a shorter time than you think. The lads who died at Isandlwana fought for just over an hour. At the Mission Station, we had a day and night of fighting and that was rare. Marching into Natal we had short, sharp and savage fights. You needed quick reactions. When you are fighting you have no time to think and worry. At the end of it, you will either have survived and be as happy as a sandboy or dead and have no worries at all. The rest of it, the day-to-day life as a soldier, is harder. There are flies and mosquitoes that bite all the time. There are creatures that will bite, sting and kill you. Some are spiders and scorpions and others are snakes. The dust gets everywhere. There are few hard roads and you have to watch where you are marching and you march all the time. Your boots will wear out and your red tunic fade to a fashionable shade of pink. When it is hot you will melt and when it rains then look for the chap Noah and his boat. You can’t drink the water and you will soon get sick of bully beef. Your uniform will be like rags after a month or two and your skin burnt so bad that it looks like someone has flayed you alive.” 
 
    He shook his head, “But why us, Sarge?” 
 
    “Simple, lad, we are soldiers of the Queen or, in this case, the Empress and we have to protect the canal as that connects Britain to her Empire, India, New Zealand, Australia and so many little islands that most don’t even have a name.” 
 
    He tapped out his pipe over the side, “What do we get for it? The pay is not that good.” 
 
    “What did you do before you joined up?” 
 
    “Farm labourer down Ludlow way.” 
 
    “Well paid?” His look told me it was not. “Life is easier for us and, the pay is guaranteed. A failed crop does not mean poverty. As I said, the fighting and the dying are a tiny part of what we do. In battle, there is a lot of luck. One chap at Rorke’s Drift spent twelve hours lying behind the Zulu lines playing dead. He survived. Another four were found and tortured, it is down to luck, but the rest of it is down to what we do, you and me. Our job is to keep the sections alive.” I now had two sections to lead. Corporal Cole led the lads I had yet to meet properly. 
 
    “What about Lieutenant Hodges?” 
 
    “He seems a decent bloke but he has served for ten years and never heard a gun fired in anger. Officers are different to rank and file, Bob, as they should be. They have been brought up differently. They went to schools where they were beaten and learned Greek and Latin.” 
 
    “I was clipped around the ear when I was at school.” 
 
    “And I bet you left before you were ten.”  
 
    He nodded. “I only went to the Dame School and I started work at 8 helping my dad on the farm.” It wasn’t until 1871 that children were obliged to go to school between the ages of five and ten. 
 
    “When the fighting starts listen to the NCOs, the officers will.” 
 
    By the time we woke we were nearing Egypt but the faster-moving fleet was no longer in sight. We were mustered on deck and addressed by Colonel de Winter. He had managed to buy his first rank but earned the colonelcy. As I had not heard any evidence that he had seen action I reserved my view of him. The honorary colonel, still in England, General Sir Henry de Bathe, 4th Baronet KCB, had been in the Crimea but like most of those who had fought with Trooper, they had retired from active service. 
 
    “Men of the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, tomorrow we will disembark in Egypt. We are here to restore Tewfik Pasha, the Khedive of Egypt and Sudan, to his rightful position as leader of this country. This will be the first time that the amalgamated regiments will have fought side by side but the training you have undertaken leaves me in no doubt that there will be more battle honours coming our way. When you are dismissed, I wish to speak to all the officers and ranks of sergeant and above. We will meet in the fore mess.” 
 
    I groaned. It meant we would have to keep the top buttons fastened and stay below decks which would make it unbearable. At least when he had paraded, we had enjoyed the natural breeze from the sea. We were still wearing the red coats we had worn in Zululand. The cork hats were a light improvement but as they would not stop a bladed weapon from splitting our skulls I wondered if they were a wise choice. We had been told that the cloth puggaree we had been issued might slow a blade down. I knew that it would help to keep the sun from my neck.  
 
    “Ten ‘shun!” 
 
    We all stood as the colonel and other senior officers entered the large mess used by other ranks at mealtimes. It was Major Pulleine who addressed us. He had seen some active service having been seconded to the general staff in the campaign leading to Ulundi. 
 
    “Despite the high expectations of the General Staff, the colonel and I have a more realistic view of our expectations. This is an untried regiment and we cannot get around that. The dozen or so men who have seen active service will have to pass on all that they know as quickly as possible. General Wolsey intends to make a diversionary attack on Alexandria. Our intelligence tells us that it is unlikely to find a safe route to Cairo through Alexandria. Ismailia is a better prospect. The attack will be commanded by Sir Archibald Alison South Staffordshire Regiment and a battalion of the King's Royal Rifle Corps. They will be combined with a battalion of Royal Marine Light Infantry as well as two sections from this regiment.” He smiled, “I know Sir Archibald and the colonel and I were keen that this regiment, new though it is, should begin to earn honours for our new standards. We have chosen 1st Platoon numbers two and three sections, Lieutenant Hodges commanding, to join the South Staffs. In training, they have demonstrated great skills and they have the most experienced leaders in the regiment. They will disembark first and will be brigaded with their counterparts in the South Staffs. We are telling the whole regiment of these plans as we do not want anyone to think that we have come here to watch others fight and die for queen and country. We will be at the fore of the coming battles. Lieutenant Hodges merely has the honour of drawing first blood. I will brief the lieutenant and his sergeant on the foredeck.”  
 
    I dutifully followed the lieutenant. He turned as we left the mess, “A great honour, sergeant but, equally, a great responsibility. You know the chaps better than I, are they ready?” 
 
    I nodded, “I know number three section better than number two sir but they seem as ready as any, sir, but until you load your rifle and face a charging enemy you never know. I would prefer going into action with the rest of our own regiment and not the South Staffs.” 
 
    “They have been chosen by the general and that means he must view them highly.” I did not say it but it could be the opposite and they were sacrificial goats. This was the land for such metaphors. 
 
    The major and Sergeant Major Lowery were waiting with a map. Major Pulleine tapped the map, “The delta. It is a swampy, pestilential piece of earth but we have to cross it if we are to get to Cairo. You may well be advancing in the dark, gentlemen and I want no men becoming lost. Keep them together, Lieutenant Hodges.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Roberts, you have a fine record in the 24th and I am relying on you to use all the skills you learned in Natal. Keep them safe and give the whole section the wisdom you acquired in the glorious action three years since.” 
 
    “Sir.” The lieutenant had not asked any questions but I would, “Sir, how much ammo is being issued?” The Sergeant Major gave me a frown. No one had asked for questions. “I only ask because the 24th lost at Isandlwana because they ran out of ammunition.” 
 
    The major had seen the sergeant major’s look and nodded, “The sergeant is quite right to bring the matter up and he has shown that he is the right man for the job. Fifty rounds seem about right, sergeant?” 
 
    I smiled, “A hundred would be heavier but would be a safer choice, sir.” 
 
    “A hundred it is. See to it Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    I had given the confidence to Lieutenant Hodges, “Sir, might I ask to be issued with a rifle? From what I read of the reports of Rorke’s Drift the officers there all used rifles to great effect.” He tapped his revolver, “This little pea shooter does not have the range.” 
 
    “Of course. Times are changing and we must adapt or men will die. Any further questions?” We shook our heads, “Then dismiss.” 
 
    As we left Lieutenant Hodges said, “Quick thinking there, Roberts. Any more pearls you would like to cast before me?” 
 
    “I will get the lads to find as much food as we can and as much water as we can take in our canteens. If you could get a few extras from the QM it would help.” I smiled, “He has spares but as soon as he knows people want them, they will become as rare as rocking horse droppings, sir. Play the innocent, sir.” 
 
    “I shall do my best, Roberts.” He paused, “Is the Martini-Henry an easy rifle to use?” 
 
    “Watch the kick sir, but, yes. The only problem we had at Rorke’s Drift was that we fired so many bullets that some rounds jammed in the breech. Luckily, we had spare rifles from the wounded and I doubt that this little action will see a sustained fire like that.” 
 
    Heading back to the section to tell them the news I felt more confident about the lieutenant. He was more like Lieutenant Melville and nothing like Harding-Smythe. The section was proud at having been chosen but as it was likely they would have to fire their weapons then there was understandable nervousness too. I liked that. Overconfidence was not what was needed.  
 
    “Now if there is any food you can grab between now and when we disembark then do so. We share whatever we have. Fill your canteens tonight and drink as much tea as you can before we leave the ship. Dehydration can be a killer here.” 
 
    Private Potter laughed, “You can’t die from a lack of water, Sarge.” 
 
    “You can, Potter, but it is not just the lack of water than can kill you. If you have an empty canteen then any water seems an attractive prospect and looking for water can get you killed just as easily. Get plenty of sleep tonight and remember when we leave the ship, we take everything we need with us and that includes greatcoats. It might be as hot as Hades during the day but it can get cold at night and a greatcoat makes a good blanket.”  
 
    As with the lieutenant, I was impressed by the questions. It showed they were taking this foray seriously. The one thing I was short of was pipe tobacco. I planned on finding some as soon as time allowed. 
 
    Just before they departed Private Davis asked, “Sarge, why is your helmet brown and ours are white?” 
 
    I smiled, “I stained mine with tea. A white helmet makes for an easy target.” 
 
    I watched as they all began to seek methods of staining their headgear. If the sergeant approved then it was alright for them to. 
 
    One difference in this campaign was that the helmets now had a puggaree around the tope. A piece of cloth, it served two purposes. It could slow down the slice of a blade and protect the helmet and it could be attached to the bottom of the helmet to shade the neck from the sun. Lessons had been learned in South Africa. 
 
    That night I carefully packed my bag. I had placed most of the ammunition in the bottom but I had twenty rounds in my valise and another ten in my tunic. That done I lay down and closed my eyes. I had developed a ritual and with hands folded together, I spoke to Annie and to Griff. The conversation was directed at God. I was keenly aware that we were now close to the place where his son had been born. Trooper’s Sunday School lessons were still vivid memories. As I said, ‘Amen’, I felt much better. When as a child I had intoned, ‘if I should die before I wake, I pray my soul, the lord to take,’ I had felt fearful. My new prayers made me feel close to not only Annie but also God. 
 
    We disembarked and joined the other three and a half thousand men who would be making this diversionary attack. We were directed to the South Staffs and were ordered to tuck in at the rear. I did not mind that we were relegated to that position. I was obeying the major’s orders and would keep as many men safe as we could. 
 
    Marching through the burning city of Alexandria was chastening. The Egyptians had been driven from the city by a mixture of naval bombardment and an attack by Royal Marines. Now those same marines were summarily hanging looters. I did not think that any of my section were light-fingered but the swinging corpses we passed ensured that they would not even consider stealing. We stopped regularly and I made sure that the men only took sips of water.  
 
    The officer commanding the South Staffs before us and Lieutenant Hodges chatted each time we stopped. It was how I learned that the enemy had dug trenches at Kafr El Dawwar. It was still some way ahead but I had every man put a bullet in the chamber. “Keep the safety on but be ready to fire when you hear the command.” Technically it would be the officer who gave the command but I was quite willing to override the lieutenant if it was necessary. We were on the left flank and marching on the west side of the Mahmoudiyah Canal. The canal and the railway line formed our boundaries. We heard the pop of rifles and that told me we were about to go into action. The South Staffs were ordered to drop their packs. I was already forming the words when the lieutenant said, “Give the order, sergeant, to drop packs. Make sure the chaps have enough ammo.” 
 
    “Yes sir. You heard the officer. Keep your canteens with you.” 
 
    I slipped another ten rounds into my tunic before refastening my pack and piling it with the others.  
 
    The order was passed down the line, “Form skirmish order.” We spread out. Corporal Walters took the left flank and Corporal Cole the right. As I did not know him well I was to the right as well. The lieutenant was in the centre. This was not the way we had fought in Rorke’s Drift. We would be the attackers now. The muskets and rifles began to pop from ahead of us. Some were ancient weapons and spouted more smoke than the newer rifles. I saw one or two men raise their rifles. 
 
    “Do not fire until ordered. Take off your safeties.” Taking off the safety catch was a risk but I wanted them secure in the knowledge that they could fire if they needed to.  
 
    We were on the extreme left of the South Staffs. Some of their platoons were eager and ran forward. I saw one hit and fall and heard the order given, “Open fire.” 
 
    I growled, “That is the order for the South Staffs. Lieutenant Hodges will give the command.” 
 
    I was prompting him and he responded, “Take cover and return fire.”  
 
    As most of the bullets and balls were flying over our heads, we did not really need to take cover but it was a wise command. I knelt and rested my forearm on my knee. Through the smoke, I saw the faces peering from the ditch. It explained why their bullets were missing. They were resting their barrels on the edge of the trench and most were flying way up in the air. I took a breath and squeezed the trigger. I kept my eye on the man as I reloaded. His head was thrown back. I moved my rifle slightly to the right and a face loomed into view. I saw a barrel aimed at me. I hit another man. All along our line, my section was firing far faster than I was but it was having an effect. The sheer weight of shot was wounding and killing the defenders. They outnumbered us but had no Colour Sergeant Bourne to stiffen their resolve. 
 
    I knew what would happen next and I shouted, “King’s Light Infantry, fix bayonets.” 
 
    A heartbeat later I heard the same order being given to the South Staffs. I stood and the lieutenant saw me. He rose and waving his rifle shouted, “King’s Light Infantry, forward.” 
 
    “The South Staffs will advance!” 
 
    I don’t know if any of the men thought that we would run and charge them but my stentorian tones left them in no doubt that it was not an option. “Walk, boys. This is not a race!” 
 
    I had chambered another round and as an Egyptian rose my bullet caught him in the back. He flew forward and his arms were spread like a crucifix. Some of the South Staffs were getting excited and running. The ones that did soon realised their folly as they tripped over discarded equipment left by the fleeing soldiers. We reached the trench and saw that we had killed at least ten men. After navigating the obstacle we formed our skirmish line again and advanced. I fired at one man but he was two hundred yards ahead of me. I clipped his pack. I did not think I had hurt him but he ran far faster after the bullet struck. Ahead of us was a white house and as we neared it the word came down the line that we had reached our objective. 
 
    Lieutenant Hodges was in an ebullient mood. “Not a man hurt and I counted twelve bodies. We have acquitted ourselves well, sergeant.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Take charge while I have a chin wag with my opposite number.” 
 
    “Sir.” I waved Bob and Cole over. “One man in three on watch. The rest can get a fire going and make a brew.” I nodded to the canal. “I wouldn’t like to drink that but if we boil it then we can make a pot of tea.” 
 
    “A pot, sarge?” 
 
    “Improvise, Bob.” I let my subordinates allocate the sentries but I went along the line to ensure that they knew their duties. Some couldn’t stop talking while others were morosely silent. It was in the nature of a first combat. My questions made them forget the memory of the recent action, at least temporarily. “How many rounds did you use? Are your feet holding up? Do you need to use your neckerchief to keep your neck out of the sun? Keep your eyes to your front and listen for sounds that shouldn’t be here.” Every question and command was meant to give the men something to do. When I was satisfied that the sentries were all more alert I headed back.  
 
    I joined Bob and took out the can of bully beef I had carried in my valise. “When we have made a brew cut this up and share it amongst the lads.” 
 
    He nodded, “I should have thought of that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Bob, next time you will.” 
 
    He stood and then said, “Where did you get it?” 
 
    I winked and tapped the side of my nose. The truth was I had stolen it from the ship’s larder. I had another two in my haversack. I did not bother drinking any water as I saw that Bob had found an old cauldron and there was a fire going beneath it. It would be tea without milk but it would refresh more than water and having a hot drink seemed, somehow, to make you feel like you had enjoyed some sustenance. 
 
    It was as I peered south that I saw a second white house, a mile away. When the lieutenant returned, I said, “Sir, is this the right target only there is another while building a mile from here?” 
 
    He wore binoculars and he looked at the building. Shaking his head he said, “Probably is, Roberts. I mean the colonel of this regiment seems to know what he is doing.” 
 
    It was just before dusk that the general appeared and scanned the Egyptian defences through his glasses. Seemingly satisfied with what he saw he went to the colonel of the South Staffs. A few moments later a runner came to tell us that once darkness fell, we were to withdraw back towards Alexandria. I went around the men to ensure that they had everything and knew that we had to march away from the skirmish as alert as when we had advanced. Bob went to remove his bayonet and I shook my head, “Keep your bayonets attached, lads. It will be too dark to see too far and a bayonet is a better weapon in the dark. Another thing, tie something white to your back. It will make it easier for us to stay together.” I used my puggaree to attach to the bottom of my helmet. I tied it to the top strap. It would stand out against the dark of my uniform. 
 
    The lieutenant loomed up, “Are we all set?” 
 
    “Sir. If you and Corporal Cole act as rearguards then Corporal Walters can lead the men. I will be the scout.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I lead, Sergeant?” 
 
    I nodded, “Perhaps but as the only one in the section who has experience of fighting at night, it makes sense for it to be me, doesn’t it, sir?” 
 
    “I suppose you are right.” 
 
    Darkness suddenly dropped. It was not gradual like it was in England. One moment there was light and the next it was as though someone had turned off the gaslight. I waved my arm and began to walk. I had chambered a round but I had the safety on. I was not arrogant enough to think that I might not trip. We were not all walking along the road and we had obstacles before us. I warned Potter, whom I had placed behind me, of every danger. My eyes were moving all the time as I looked for obstacles and danger. There were damaged buildings and bodies covered in carrion that fled at our approach. My ears were listening for the sounds of danger. My time in Zululand had taught me how to identify such sounds. My most useful weapon was my nose. The stink of the bodies was a different smell from that of one who was living. When I caught the smell of sweat mixed with what seemed to me to be a perfume of some sort then I was alert. It was not a dead body but there was someone waiting in the darkness. The Egyptian officer who came at me from the side must have been cut off by our advance. I am still unsure if he intended simply to attack us or if I surprised him as he made his way back to his own lines. All I know is that he swung a sword at my head as he stepped from the shadows. 
 
    The night attacks at Rorke’s Drift had honed my reactions and as the curved blade sliced towards my face, I brought up the rifle. My lunger caught the blade and sparks flew. Even as I blocked him, I was aware that I had novices behind me. “Hold your fire!” I used the stock of my rifle to punch at his middle. He was not expecting that and I heard the grunt of pain. It was time to go on the offensive and I pulled back the Martini-Henry and rammed it towards his middle. The officer was skilled with a sword and deflected the bayonet. In Natal, I fought recklessly. Now I had a son and flicking off the safety I fired at the officer. At a range of three feet, it was a mortal strike. He was thrown back. The crack of the gun in the night caused a ripple of orders down the line. I went to the officer and began to search him. He had a map with him and I stuffed that in my tunic. He also had coins in his pocket. I took them as well as the sword and his pistol in its holster. He had some cigarettes and while I did not smoke them, I knew others that did. Everything went into my tunic or my valise. I fastened the scabbard to my belt. 
 
    The lieutenant hurried up, “Everything alright, Roberts?” 
 
    “Yes sir. It was an Egyptian officer. Sorry about having to shoot sir but he knew how to use that sword. I have his maps and the like.” 
 
    The lieutenant looked down at the body with the blood puddling around him. We had not dwelt close to the men we had killed during the advance and the sight of the corpse in the shadows of the night was a little macabre. 
 
    By eight pm we had reached our haversacks. Once again, a runner came to tell the lieutenant that we were heading for the camp the rest of the army had made. We had another mile to march. I transferred everything I could to my haversack and we headed back to our camp.  
 
    Major Pulleine showed that he had experience for there were two privates waiting on the road to escort us to the tents that had been erected. He greeted the lieutenant and the relief on his face was clear. 
 
    “Everything went well?” 
 
    “Yes sir. The men have been successfully blooded. I would like to mention Sergeant Roberts. His advice was sage and he prevented what might have resulted in a death on the way back.” 
 
    The major nodded, “I heard you were a good chap. Well done, Roberts.” 
 
    I took out the map I had taken, “I found this, sir, on the officer I killed.” 
 
    “Excellent, Roberts. I shall study this. We have a pot of something for you. I daresay you are hungry.” 
 
    I led the men to the fires. Our first action in Egypt had been a success. I prayed that the ones that followed would have as good an outcome. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    We spent a week in our camp before General Wolsey finally landed and ordered us to push towards the Suez Canal and Ismailia. Unlike in the Zulu war, we had reliable cavalry. Now that their horses had become acclimatised to Egypt, they were able to scout ahead. The Household Cavalry looked particularly splendid and it was no surprise to us that Ismailia was abandoned by the handful of Egyptian troops who held it as the heavy cavalrymen approached. Our attack at Kafr El Dawwar had fooled the enemy and they had shifted their forces to prevent us from moving south to Cairo. We were amongst the first into Ismailia and I took advantage of that. I led my sections to ensure that all the enemy had gone and we were the ones who found their deserted camp. They had left in a hurry and as in all such departures had left behind what they could not carry. The men looked mystified when I ordered them to collect the pots, bags of grain and discarded uniforms. 
 
    “But sarge, why do we need the bits of uniform?” 
 
    “They are handy as we can use them for disguise and you never know when you are going to need a spare piece of cloth. Learn to scavenge, Potter, and this will be an easier war for you. When you see something then take it and decide later if it will be useful.” The gold that I found was a pouch of pipe tobacco. I sniffed it suspiciously as I knew the Egyptians also smoke other things than pipe tobacco but I recognised the smell and tucked that treasure away in my haversack. 
 
    The march to Ismailia had been a testing one. It showed everyone the problems of marching in the desert and in heat. The roads were not the best and it took its toll. No men were wounded but there were men in the temporary hospital with heatstroke and other desert-related complaints. This was before the engineers managed to take control of the railways. Until we had transport, we used the roads. Many of the officers, of course, rode. The rest of us tramped down dusty roads with a permanent shimmer of heat ahead of us obscuring what was in the distance. We had marched as far when in England and on exercise but that was England and not in a temperature that seemed to make your blood boil. Sweat and heat made feet swell. Soon there were blisters and bloody feet. Every time we stopped, I had the men take off their boots and allow them to cool a little. We soon ran out of the salve we carried but one of the treasures I had taken from the Egyptian camp was a jar of olive oil. I had taken it to use for cooking but it proved to be useful on the men’s feet. The cloth we had taken also proved useful. We used it to hang from our helmets and keep the sun from our necks. I know that Sergeant Major Lowery and some of the officers did not approve as they thought it made us look less than smart. It did but we were no longer trooping the colour. The one thing we could do nothing about was the woollen tunic. It was every bit as bad as I remembered from Natal. It was hot and the collar chafed our necks. Those were the days when the War Office, in its infinite wisdom, deemed that the army should march to war much as it had done for the last two centuries.  
 
    When we camped, we sought shade. Once again, my experience had given me an eye for such things and I always managed to find a wall that could be used, allied to a judicious use of the pieces of Egyptian tents we had salvaged, to make shelters to protect us from the sun. The spices I had found enlivened our stews. On the march, each section cooked for itself. The officers had their own mess and servants to cook for them but my section was catered to by me. Even when we had shelter and our stomachs had been fooled into thinking that we had eaten well we had the nightmare of insects at night. Some men smoked cigarettes and one or two did not smoke at all. Those of us who smoked pipes became the mosquito-free parts of the camp. The one time we had to endure the bites was when we had a sentry duty. Then the silence of the night was punctuated by the slaps of hands against biting bugs. 
 
    The Egyptians in Ismailia fled the city when the red snake approached and so some of our men had roofs over their heads. We also had camp kitchens set up so that we no longer had to cook our own food. Of course, my sections still scavenged. Unlike the rest of the regiment, my sections had learned from me. The pieces of tent we took from the Egyptian camps had proved to be of great benefit and my enterprising sections became adept at finding things that we could use to make life easier. I saw my sections for once we reached Ismailia we saw less of Lieutenant Hodges. That was the usual way in the British Army. The unique nature of the battle of Rorke’s Drift had forced us to spend longer in the company of officers than was normal. We all liked the lieutenant but he was an officer and it was clear that he was more comfortable with other officers and men from his own class. 
 
    A week after we had arrived, we were ordered to escort a company of Royal Engineers, the 8th Railway Company, to repair the railway line to Suez. Before they had fled the Egyptians had tried to sabotage the crucial railway line to Suez and the canal. Once the railway was open then we could be supplied and reinforced far more easily than the road down which we had just marched. The railway troop were good lads and the week we spent with them saw friendships that lasted a long time. Our sections were seen as being experienced. The two corporals got on well. Our battle experience was still the only evidence that the regiment had fought and they listened to us. It meant that I commanded thirty men, the largest body thus far for some of those who had been ill before our first action had recovered. Lieutenant Hodges and Captain Jennings, the commanding officer of the Engineers, got on well as did I with the non-commissioned officers of this unique unit. They were armed with rifles and at that time still wore the red tunics like us. However, they were not the same as we were. They were builders. 
 
    We marched along the shores of Lake Timsah. Any thoughts we might have had of bathing our hot feet in its waters were soon dispelled. Its local name was crocodile lake and its shallow waters teemed with the reptiles. We learned to camp as far away from the water as we could and spent as much time on sentry duty watching for the terrifying creatures as we did looking for Egyptian soldiers. 
 
    The Egyptians had tried to damage as much of the track as they could. The Engineers were contemptuous of their efforts. With their guns stacked and tunics discarded they happily worked to make good the damage. I remembered that Mr Chard had been a Royal Engineer. I wondered where he was now. While they laboured, we watched for the red fezzes that would mark an Egyptian fellah, their version of us. We were learning all the time and it became clear to me that the Egyptian fellah did not like to fight at night, or noon. First light was their preferred time of attack. Although they had fled Ismailia, they still had mounted patrols. We watched for their camels and their horses. We had been working for a couple of days when one of their patrols found us. Their first attack was signalled by the smell of camels. The British Camel Regiment had yet to be fully established and camels meant the enemy.  
 
    It had been Bob Walters who had been on duty that night but I always rose early. I remembered Rorke’s Drift. Colour Sergeant Bourne never seemed to sleep. No matter what time I woke in Natal he was always ready for duty and I used him as my model. I was awake and had washed and dressed well before dawn. I quite enjoyed that time of day. The insects had yet to awaken and it was cool. As soon as the sun rose it would become unbearable. I had the latrines to myself and I was able to make a brew of tea. Once I had drunk a cup, I took my rifle and joined Bob. 
 
    “Quiet night, Bob?” 
 
    He nodded, “Like the grave.” He shook his head, “It is funny, sarge, but that lake stinks worse at night than it does during the day.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sniff the air, Sarge,” he pointed to the southeast and the canal, “It is coming from over there.” 
 
    I sniffed and he was right, there was a stench, but it was not the crocodile-infested lake, “Corporal, the lake is the south of us. That is not the smell of the lake, it is camels. Have your lads stand to and I will wake the others.” 
 
    I went to the lieutenant to wake him first, “Sir, I think that there might be Egyptians about. I will wake the lads.” 
 
    He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, “What time is it?” 
 
    I had no watch but I had learned, on the march from Alexandria, how to judge time over here, “Not long off dawn, sir.” 
 
    “Right, I will wake Captain Jennings. It would not do to have our charges slaughtered while they slept.” 
 
    I shook awake the men. I did not want a hidden enemy to hear us preparing. “Stand to, there may be enemies about. Look sharp. Fix your bayonets and put one up the spout.” 
 
    The men had learned that if I gave an order, there was a reason. Even Potter had stopped questioning every command. I suspect one of the other lads had given him a slap for his constant carping was more than annoying. 
 
    I had just returned to Corporal Walters when the sun began to rise in the east. Here in Egypt, it did not rise slowly as it did at home. It seemed to rush into the sky. At the same time, I heard the snort in the distance of a camel. It could have been innocent. Arab traders still used camel trains, called caravans, to transport their goods but better to look foolish than be caught out by a camel charge. We had learned to use whatever we had to hand to make a defence and we had borrowed the railway troops' gloves to rip up and make a barricade of the thorn bushes. They were the flimsy defence before us. We had managed to embed a couple of stakes fashioned by the railway troop from sleepers too badly damaged to be reused but if we were attacked then it would be down to the rifles of the thirty men I commanded. 
 
    We stood in a loose semi-circle. All of us held our rifles the same way. Held before our bodies we could either kneel and fire or hold our bayonet-tipped rifles before us. I saw that one or two of number two section had not yet fixed bayonets. The heavy bayonet was not perfect and some men did not like to use them. 
 
    “Corporal Cole, have your lads fix bayonets. If these are camels then we need to keep the nasty beasties as far from us as we can.” 
 
    “Yes, Sarge. Come on you dozy pair, fix bayonets.” 
 
    Lieutenant Walters and Captain Jennings arrived, and the captain had a pistol in his hand, “Trouble, Sergeant?” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes, Captain Jennings. I think there are Egyptians out there on camels. The smell is coming from the southeast and…” I got no further for the Egyptians Camel Troopers rose, like the sun from a depression where they had been hidden. They were just three hundred paces from us and I guessed that they had camped closer to the lake than we had. Perhaps they had their own methods of deterring crocodiles. There were more than a hundred of them. This was the first time I had experienced a camel charge. The camel is bigger than a horse and also noisier. It is not like a horse in that it is not elegant when it moves. It has a strange undulating motion and I know not how the riders managed to stay on the backs of their beasts and how they avoided vomiting from the motion. 
 
    I looked at the lieutenant and he nodded. I shouted, “At two hundred yards, volley fire.” I dropped to my knee. I was unsure if the camel riders would fire weapons as they charged but I intended to be as small a target as I could and the kneeling position was one which gave me the greatest chance of an accurate shot. I heard, behind me, the sound of the engineers forming a line behind our thin red line. They would be moral support for it would be our thirty rifles that did the damage. I had noticed that Lieutenant Hodges had brought his rifle although he had not bothered with the bayonet. He had his sword. 
 
    The camels were far faster than I had expected, “Fire!” Even as I aimed and fired at the officer with the sword in his hand, I was choosing my next target before smoke swirled before us. I loaded my second bullet, “Fire!” The camels were closing fast. When I had loaded my third bullet I shouted, “Independent fire.” I had noticed that the second volley was more ragged. I knew it was not my section. I had drilled them so that we all fired as one. My fifth bullet smacked into the head of a camel. Its front legs folded and the surprised trooper sailed over the dying animal’s head. He landed just thirty yards from me. I stood and levelled my rifle. I was seeking a leader. I saw the trooper with the stripes on the white arm of his tunic turn and urge his men on. He was forty yards from me and I did not need to kneel. I squeezed the trigger and he flew from the back of the camel. I suspect that the troopers might have had enough but some of the camels had been maddened by nicks and grazes from bullets and they came at us. 
 
    “Aim for the camels!” All the rifles of my men and the engineers barked and bucked as the railway troop were able to add to the fusillade. When I saw the camel’s snapping teeth coming for me, I had no time to reload my gun and I slashed with my bayonet. It tore into the camel’s throat and blood spurted as the animal began to fall. I stepped to the side as did the two soldiers next to me and the camel landed in a heap. Private Potter lunged at the rider who was trapped beneath the animal and bayoneted the fellah. It was the last action of the skirmish and the survivors raced off to the southeast.  
 
    I chambered another round and ordered, “Section two stand fast. Number three section come with me.” We headed through the charnel house before us. None of the Egyptians was alive. I saw that we had killed more than twenty. Six camels had been hit and one was still thrashing. I ended its misery. 
 
    “Corporal, collect the Egyptian dead and burn them. If we leave them here then it will just attract crocodiles.” 
 
    “Yes, sarge, and the camels?” 
 
    “I have never eaten camel meat, what say we take what meat we can and then burn the rest.” 
 
    “Right Sarge. Hargreaves, you were a butcher, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Corp.” 
 
    “Let’s see how much meat we can get from these dead animals then.” 
 
    I rejoined the officers and reported, “The enemy soldiers have gone, sir. There are twenty odd of them dead. The men are going to burn their bodies and we will try some camel meat.” 
 
    “Thank you, sergeant.” The captain turned to his men, “We are all up so let’s start work earlier. This has been a chastening lesson for us all. We will eat later. Our guardians have done their work. Let us do ours.” 
 
    The troop of engineers set to with a will. The smell of burning bodies acted as a spur to them. I kept a skirmish line of sentries one hundred yards to the southeast in case the Egyptians returned. They did not but when four huge crocodiles began to move menacingly towards the pyre, I ordered my men to shoot the leading animal. Its thick hide could not stop the .303 bullets. The three survivors began to drag the crocodile’s carcass back to the lake.  
 
    “Sarge, the sooner we are away from this lake the better. Those beasts are scarier than any enemy soldier.” 
 
    “I agree, Walker. Let us hope that the engineers can work a little quicker today.” 
 
    By the time the meat was ready the engineers had repaired the section of track. Captain Jennings called the lieutenant and me over, “When we have eaten we will march to the next damaged section. I think it is the last one before Suez. I am loath to remain here overnight. Lake Timsah is a very unhealthy place. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected from the camel meat but it was tough. I suspect it needed slower cooking. It was meat and a different taste. While we ate the rest of the meat was boiled. We would take it with us. The cooking would stop it from stinking and slow down the process that would lead to its becoming rotten. The engineers had a wagon and we could carry it in that. One advantage of the captain’s order was that we marched in the late afternoon. It was slightly cooler and as we neared the canal itself, we enjoyed the breeze from the water. Lake Timsah was too shallow to give any benefit to a breeze. We put the partially cooked meat on to cook overnight and I made sure that we had a defensible camp. 
 
    It took just another two days to repair the line and then we marched to Suez. Suez was in our hands and we were able to sleep in the barracks there. The captain found an engine that had been abandoned and his railway engineers soon had it ready to be used. They found a couple of wagons too and they were hitched to the locomotive. We filled three of them with supplies intended for the army and then we enjoyed a pleasant return to Ismailia in a relatively comfortable wagon. The breeze generated by the train kept us relatively cool and we endured the soot from the engine. As one of the engineers told us, the Egyptians had not maintained their engines well. There was work to be done in Ismailia. 
 
    In the time we had been away the camp at Ismailia had grown. All the troops needed to bring the enemy to battle were there. Now that we had successfully repaired the railway line then there was nothing to stop us from moving west along the Sweet Water canal. Lieutenant General Sir Garnet Wolseley was keen to defeat the Egyptians.  
 
    After the lieutenant had reported to the colonel he came back to our camp with disturbing news. While we appeared to be winning in Egypt a leader, the Sudanese called him the Mahdi, had arisen and had slaughtered Egyptian armies. Muhammad Ahmad bin Abd Allah was too far away from us to be of much concern but I did not like the lieutenant’s tone. It seemed that, despite the opposition of Prime Minister William Gladstone to any more imperial expansion, our general was keen to bring the whole of the Sudan under British control. I just wanted to go home and see my son. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Battle of Kassassin Lock 
 
    The regiment was part of the small force that left the camp at Ismailia first. We were to march down the Sweet Water Canal and make a fortified camp at Kassassin Lock. The rest of the army would follow. Our friends from the railway troop would, once we had secured both the lock on the canal and the station, be able to bring troops to build up our forces. We only had twenty miles to march but I envied those who would enjoy the journey on the train in our wake. We were with the South Staffordshire regiment again but this time we had four artillery pieces with us. We were also supported by cavalry. They followed us and for that I was grateful. It was no fun to ride in the dust thrown up by horses. As the regiment had more experience than ours, the South Staffs led. It was only twenty miles but the heat made it seem much further. We reached the lock in the late afternoon and I was looking forward to some shade, water and food. We dropped our haversacks and prepared to make a camp. It was as we began to fortify the lock and the station that the attack began. Once again it was precipitated by camels aided this time by horses. They were backed up by the whole rebel army. With just two battalions we were heavily outnumbered and Major Pulleine did not wait for any counsel of war. He sent a rider for help. The guns were quickly unlimbered and fortified. We formed two ranks between the canal and the railway. Some of the Staffordshire regiment were echeloned to the north to prevent us from being outflanked. 
 
    As I had learned in Natal, the bigger picture was never seen by the rank and file. Our company, commanded by Captain Wilberforce, was close to the canal again. Number two section all looked to me in the absence of their own sergeant. Repulsing the camel attack at Lake Timsah had given them courage.  
 
    “Right, lads, make sure your ammo is close to hand. Mark your targets and listen for the command. Remember a camel rider or a cavalryman is going nowhere without his animal. Shoot for the camels and the horses first.” I grinned, “I have tried camel meat and I would like a taste of horse, just for comparison you understand.” It was a poor attempt at humour but it worked and there were nervous laughs.  
 
    This time it would not be me who repeated the orders but Sergeant Major Lowery. We had the colours with us and the colour party would act as a magnet for the enemy. I did not envy them. This time we had four pieces of artillery and with a longer range, they commenced firing first. The booms sounded almost simultaneously and then smoke covered the ground before them. It made it harder for us to see the enemy and we had to hope that they had caused casualties. As we waited, I intoned, “Mark your target and wait for the command. Steady now, lads.” I spoke in a monotone and I was deliberately emulating Colour Sergeant Bourne. It had been his steady voice that had kept me calm when I thought a Zulu assegai was going to end my life. We could hear the thundering of the camels and the horses as they galloped towards us. Four cannons were not enough. When they closed with them then the gunners would switch to canister but by then the rifles would be adding to the harvest. 
 
    “At two hundred yards volley fire.” Captain Wilberforce shouted the command, the nervousness in his voice reflecting the fear he undoubtedly felt. 
 
    That was a longer range than we normally gave our first volley and showed that the brigadier was worried by the wall of cavalry that raced at us. We were tightly packed and would make a tempting target for the enemy horsemen but it was reassuring to feel the touch of the rest of the battalion that close. 
 
    I aimed at the mount of one of the leaders, a man on a camel waving a sword. The weird motion of the camel meant I had more chance of hitting the camel than the officer who bounced atop the beast. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The order was repeated by every officer and NCO even though we all heard the stentorian tones of the Sergeant Major. The rifle bucked and I chambered another cartridge. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The Martini-Henry is capable of twelve rounds a minute but as we had discovered at Rorke’s Drift such a rate of fire could not be maintained. Hands became sweaty. Cartridges would not cooperate and nerves made a man look up at the danger and not concentrate on reloading. What we achieved on the training ground could not be repeated on the battlefield. However, in the time it took the enemy cavalrymen to cover two hundred yards we managed to fire eight rounds. I was not optimistic enough to believe that every round struck something. Some men still closed their eyes as they fired. Others would not aim properly. In addition, some bullets would merely score a line along the flank of an animal. It would not make them fall but merely madden them. It was when the cannons began to fire canister that great swathes of riders fell. The guns were spread out along the line and where there were no artillery pieces then the cavalry closed quickly with us. We had not been ordered to fix bayonets but we were in a solid line. The canal to our left meant that we could not be outflanked but that also meant we had nowhere to flee. We had to stand and fight where we were. 
 
    “Independent fire!” 
 
    As soon as the order was given then the volleys became more ragged but as the enemy warriors were much closer so we began to hit men rather than animals. Some of the riders had lances. One keen camel rider had managed to get close to me. I had just chambered a round when his lance was thrust at me. I knocked the head to the side with the barrel of my gun and then quickly brought back the rifle to fire at almost point-blank range. The bullet threw the rider from his camel. He kept hold of the reins and the animal fell. Had it fallen the other way then Private Thomas and Private Wilson would have been crushed but, as it was it fell before us, making a barrier. I dropped my rifle and, quickly picking up the lance, rammed it into the camel to prevent it from thrashing its feet and hurting my men. As I picked up my rifle, I saw Lieutenant Hodges walk up to the beast and fire a bullet from his pistol into the head of the camel. It fell still. 
 
    The cavalry charge was over and the horses and camels began to move away from our lines. In the west, I saw the sun setting and the serried ranks of the fez-topped Egyptians began to march towards us. They were coming in skirmish order and that gave them an advantage. Our formation was solid and when they fired then they had an even greater chance of hitting flesh than we did. The hiatus gave me the chance to check on my men. 
 
    “Anyone hit?” 
 
    Joe Wilson said, “No Sarge, but that camel came mighty close to giving Dai and me a trip to the hospital.” 
 
    I turned to the lieutenant, “Permission to order fix bayonets, sir?” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant Roberts.” 
 
    “Fix bayonets.”  
 
    I heard the sound of the locking of bayonets in their sockets. Some of the other sections had heard and they copied us. The attack at Lake Timsah had shown the efficacy of a bayonet. This would be a night battle. Just as dawn had come quickly at Lake Timsah so night fell as though someone had switched off the light. The darkness suited the Egyptians although our darker uniforms made us a shadow. The white helmets, however, gave the enemy riflemen a target. The sudden darkness was lit up by the flashes from the muzzles of the enemy rifles. 
 
    Then we heard the boom of enemy artillery and they had more than four pieces. The muzzle flashes from the rifles and muskets were like fireflies compared with the flashes from at least twenty artillery pieces. Some were old-fashioned cannons but a bouncing cannonball could still carve its way through files of tightly packed men. This would take old-fashioned courage. 
 
    Sergeant Major Lowery’s voice shouted, “Fire when you see a target. Do not waste bullets.” 
 
    The Egyptians were doing the opposite. They were firing constantly and the odd bullets that reached us tended to fly over our heads. They were not good shots. I had heard that their leader, Arabi Pasha, had conscripted men in their droves. They had numbers but they were untrained men and while the noise of their muskets and rifles was terrifying the results were not. The problem would come when they closed with us. We might have the chance to get off half a dozen rounds and then it would be bayonet work. That did not worry me. I had trained the men well but unlike Rorke’s Drift, there were no mealie bags to offer protection. 
 
    It was the nearing of the muzzle flashes that told us where the enemy soldiers were. I heard the crack of a Martini-Henry further down the line and the response from Sergeant Williams, “That man! Wait for the order!” 
 
    I said to my section, all close to me, “If we all fire together then it will have a great effect. Just listen for the order.” 
 
    Private Potter said, “It is the waiting that gets to me, sarge, and I need a pee.” 
 
    For some reason his words made us relax and men laughed. 
 
    “Next time make sure you empty your bladder before we stand to.” 
 
    A voice from further down said, “Either that or piss your pants.” 
 
    Bob Walters said, gently, “Quiet lads.” He was a sound soldier. 
 
    The order to fire would have to come from either the lieutenant or me as the Egyptian line was advancing at different rates. The flash from the artillery pieces was causing fewer casualties as, in the darkness, the enemy could see the flash and take cover. It made for an undulating line that advanced towards us in the dark. 
 
    “Number three section, kneel!” I realised that by kneeling we allowed number two section to fire over our heads and also to make us a smaller target. The closer the Egyptians came to us the more chance they would have of hitting us. In my view, it also gave a more stable platform. I looked down the barrel at the sights, waiting for the first enemy soldiers to come within range. The dead camel before us stank but its bulk and the bodies of the dead Egyptians would be a barrier before us. It was something. 
 
    The lieutenant gave the order to fire. I thought that it was about thirty seconds too early but at least he had given the order and that showed his increasing confidence. 
 
    “Open fire.” He commanded Number One Platoon and every gun barked as one. We heard cries but had no idea if we had hit anything as we were still firing in the dark. “Independent fire.” The lieutenant realised that we had hurt their advance with the first volley and now we needed to send as many bullets as we could in their direction. It would no longer matter if we fired in volleys as it was a ragged line that was advancing. We could see their lighter uniforms in the dark. There is something almost hypnotic when you keep chambering rounds and then firing them. It is as though your body has taken over and your mind is no longer needed. The advancing Egyptians were no longer coming in large numbers and we had time to aim. 
 
    I reminded the men of that, “Mark your targets, lads and don’t waste bullets.” 
 
    Our bullets had an effect. There was a lessening of muzzle flashes and then we heard the most wonderful sound in the world. It was a cavalry bugle sounding the charge and it was our bugle. The messenger had got through and the general had sent cavalry to our aid. This time the thundering of hooves was cheered as the cavalry flooded the plain to the north of us. The Egyptians would be trapped between the canal and the sabres of the cavalry. The Egyptians knew what was coming and while the flashes of their muzzles diminished, the sound of the cannons and rifles did not. They turned to fire at the Household Cavalry, Dragoons, and Dragoon Guards galloped towards them. 
 
    Sergeant Major Lowery’s voice rose above the battle, “The King’s Shropshire Light Infantry will advance in skirmish order.” There was a pause and my section rose. “March.” 
 
    We were not completely in step; the bodies and the terrain made that impossible but it was a steady advance and with loaded weapons pointing forward then any brave Egyptian fellah who tried to stand in our way found either a bullet or a bayonet. When we reached the enemy lines, we were halted. There were no living Egyptians there to fight us. The cavalry had ridden a long way to come to our aid and, unusually for our cavalry had not chased after the survivors. They had reined in close to the eleven guns that they had captured. 
 
    “Sergeant Roberts, set sentries. Sergeant Williams, secure any prisoners we might have. We will relieve you as soon as we have established a camp.” The lieutenant was paying our sections a compliment. We were the ones that could be trusted to do the task properly. 
 
    We both acknowledged the order. “Come on lads, follow me.” We moved through the dead and dying Egyptians until we reached the open ground. “Bob, put a couple of good men close to the canal. Ten yards between each sentry. Keep your eyes and ears open.” I know the order sounded absurd but the men would know, after Lake Timsah, what I meant. I slipped my rifle over my shoulder once I had established that there were no enemies and then walked down my line of sentries. No one had been hurt and they were all in a good mood. Had the cavalry not arrived when they did then who knows? 
 
    The sound of hooves from the west made me shout the command, “Stand to. Riders approaching.” We all aimed our loaded and primed weapons at the approaching riders. “Halt, who goes there?” 
 
    The English voice reassured me, “Number 1 Troop 7th Dragoon Guards returning from patrol.” 
 
    The eight riders reined in next to me. The sergeant grinned, “Glad to see you lads are alert.” 
 
    “Have they all gone, sergeant?” 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, they are digging in up the road at Tel-el Kebir. You lads were lucky, I reckon there were twenty thousand men attacking you.” 
 
    “Good job you came then.” 
 
    He laughed, “I must confess a night charge is not the best thing but it was good to let our horses open their legs and for some of these lads this was the first time they had unsheathed their swords in anger.” 
 
    “Aye, well, we are grateful and if we ever get to civilisation again, I will buy you a pint.” 
 
    “You are on, right lads, let’s get back before Lieutenant Dalrymple becomes too worried.” 
 
    We stood in silence and then I heard the sound of hooves. This time it was a lone horse and an Egyptian one at that. It galloped directly up to us and I heard Hargreaves curse and back away. He raised his rifle. “Don’t shoot, the poor animal is terrified.” I laid down my rifle and took off my helmet. Trooper had taught me about horses and when I had followed Lieutenant Bromhead to recover the colours I had ridden then. I suppose that there was a cavalryman hidden within me. I walked up to the horse which stamped and snorted. I began to sing. When I had brought Griff on the train to Liverpool, I had sung to him to get him to sleep. It was a simple song with many repeated phrases. It had calmed my infant son and I hoped it would calm the horse. 
 
    “Watch out, Sarge, he has teeth.” 
 
    “Aye and bloody big legs.” 
 
    Bob Walters growled, “Just shut your gobs. He knows what he is doing.”  
 
    The horse was already calming and I slowly reached out to take the reins. I had, in my tunic, a couple of mints left and I took one out and held it to the horse. The beast sniffed suspiciously, “Come on, it is just a sweetie.” It took the mint and crunched it. I stroked the mane and walked the animal in a circle. When I sensed that it was calm enough, I led it back to the other men. Their teeth shining in the dark showed that my men had enjoyed my little show. “Corporal, take charge and I will take this animal back to the lieutenant.” 
 
    I donned my helmet and slung my rifle and then led the now obedient animal back to the camp. There were fires now glowing and some men were preparing to sleep. They would be roused early to relieve some of the sentries. The lieutenant was speaking with Major Pulleine and they looked surprised when I walked in. 
 
    “Found a horse then, Sergeant Roberts?” 
 
    “Yes, Major Pulleine. I couldn’t leave it out there.” I tailed off lamely. 
 
    The major leaned over and examined the rump of the animal. In the light from the fire, I could see that it had been wounded. A blade, probably a bayonet had scored a long line. “The animal is hurt. You did well, Roberts. I know horses and a wounded horse can be a harrying sight. Where did you learn to do this? Were you brought up on a farm?” 
 
    I laughed, “No sir, in a town but a trooper from the cavalry taught me about horses. I like them.” 
 
    “Well get back to your men and I will have this animal tended to by Dragoon Guard’s vet.” 
 
    I walked back to the camp. The smell of cooking food reminded me just how hungry I was. All was quiet on our picket line and we stood watching the dark. We were relieved in the middle of the night as the Highland regiments arrived. We simply rolled into our greatcoats and blankets and slept the sleep of the dead before being rudely awakened a couple of hours later. 
 
    Although we were woken early, we had little to do other than to make our camp more secure and to make shelters from the sun. This was August and the sun was at its hottest. The scraps of tent we had taken, augmented by broken lances made shelters beneath which we sheltered as the general and his senior officers rode to inspect the Egyptian force that barred our way to Cairo. We were close to the canal and while I would not dream of drinking the rank green water it did help us to keep cooler. As August drifted towards September increasing numbers of men suffering from heatstroke were ferried on trains back to Ismailia and the hospitals there. When we were not on duty, I had the men take shelter beneath the pieces of tent and when we did go on duty our necks were protected by cloth hanging from our helmets. Our faces and hands turned first pink, then red and finally, after using the oil we had captured to ease the blistering, a nutty brown. I rationed my smoking to just the nighttime and evening when the mosquitoes from the canal threatened to make life unbearable. Other soldiers suffered bites and one or two had to be sent back to Ismailia. It was in the evening when we were not on duty that we got to speak of the battles and what lay ahead. 
 
    “What do you reckon, Sarge, can we beat this Arabi Pasha bloke then?” 
 
    I do not know what they expected of me. My battle in Natal had been a fierce one but was nothing like this. I tried to answer. “I have seen nothing so far that worries me, Corporal. Our platoon is a good one. We stand our ground and do not flinch. We have good rifles and if it was not for this damned heat then I would be even more confident. Oh, we will beat them but then what? I hope we are sent back to England.” 
 
    “You have a kiddie, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded, “And the last time I saw him he was less than a month old. He will be almost toddling now and I would like to see him.” We had not been sent any letters yet. That did not surprise me but I hated the lack of word from my family. I wondered if I was cut out to be a soldier. Before Annie, I had not considered any other life other than being a redcoat but now I had a son and that changed everything. 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    The Battle of Tel-el-Kebir September 1882 
 
    When the word came to us that it would be a night attack then the lieutenant and I were summoned to a meeting with the other officers and NCOs from the regiment. Our experience of the first night march was considered invaluable. I did not mind that the lieutenant took credit for my idea of having a piece of white material hanging down from our helmets. The colonel thought it was a good idea and the lieutenant’s star rose a little higher. I liked the lieutenant and he and I had become closer as a result of the actions in which we had fought. The colonel was worried that marching over unfamiliar terrain, in the dark, was a recipe for disaster and he ordered the whole regiment to adopt the white cloth. 
 
    The day after the briefing we met a patrol of the 7th Dragoon Guards and it was the same sergeant we had met before. He reined in and I could see, from his face, that he had good news to impart. “What is new Sergeant?” 
 
    “We had a bit of luck, yesterday, one of our patrols caught a civilian and brought him back to the general. It turns out he is the best leader the Egyptians possess, General Mahmoud Fehmy. The general was pleased and gave our troop an extra rum ration! Happy days, eh?” I knew what he meant. I did not know this general but I knew from the lieutenant that the rebel generals were not the best and if we had captured the one with talent then that boded well for our attack. This time we would be attacking as we had the first time. The difference would be it would not be a couple of battalions it would be against an enemy who was dug in, prepared and who had artillery.  
 
    Having been in action our platoon was well-placed to prepare for the fight. Weapons were cleaned and bayonets sharpened on a whetstone. I ensured that we had plenty of bullets and the men had learned to do as I did and use the pockets of our tunics to keep them. An overloaded valise made marching, firing and charging, more difficult. 
 
    The attack was set for the morning of the 12th of September at dawn. I was happy about that as it meant we were marching in the cool of the night. Even the cool of the night, however, was still warmer than summer in England. We marched in battalion order and we preceded the Guards Division commanded by the son of Queen Victoria, Arthur, Duke of Connaught. We were on the northern flank of our advance and I think that the presence of royalty behind us made everyone nervous. We stopped many times to dress ranks. It proved to be a good thing as we reached the Egyptian lines just as dawn was breaking.  
 
    The unlimbering of the forty-two artillery pieces we had brought with us was both time-consuming and noisy. The handful of Egyptian sentries heard us and began to pop off their rifles at us. We heard their bugles call men to arms and we dressed ranks to prepare for the charge. The Egyptian artillery began a ragged bombardment as our own guns fired in response. They fired first but it was an ineffectual barrage. Some shells fell short and some were long. I know not about the other regiments but ours had not a wound between us. The bugle from the Highland Division precipitated the attack and as the Highlanders charged towards the Egyptians, we were ordered to fix bayonets. Our charge was but a short time later. The word charge suggests running but we just marched resolutely forward. Running invited disaster for as we were in battalion order one man tripping could bring down eight or nine men. Walking smartly was the safer option. This was where all the drills paid off. We kept in step and the line was as straight as it was possible to be. The uneven ground, rocks and small craters created by the artillery inevitably meant it sometimes became uneven. We had, however, to endure the fire from the enemy infantry as well as their shells and I dreaded the thought of canister which would scythe through us like wheat. I was scared for this was unlike anything I had experienced. The first night action had been against a handful of men with no artillery. Natal had been fought against natives with assegais. As the shells screamed over our heads and the air was filled with the buzz of bullets, I knew that while I had every likelihood of surviving, an unlucky bullet or shell could make my son an orphan. I concentrated on keeping dressed lines. 
 
    “Keep steady lads. Hargreaves, it is not a race. We get there together and then we go in with the lunger.” 
 
    Further along the line, I heard one of the younger lieutenants, Cartwright-Jones, exhorting his men, “Think of England, lads. The eyes of the son of the Empress are upon us. Let us do our duty.”  
 
    It was stirring stuff but I knew that the men I led just wanted to survive with all their limbs intact. The redoubts had been hastily thrown up by the Egyptians but they were an obstacle. They rose from the ground and the earth and stakes protected not only the gunners but also the riflemen. The trenches were now filled with the Egyptian fellahs, the red fez they each wore making a good target. We marched and kept a straight line. Had the Egyptians filled their trenches then more of our men would have died but the Egyptians had been woken from their slumbers and were unprepared for battle. Some of them fired a volley and then fled. When we were just forty yards from the trenches and redoubts, the order was given to charge home and we ran. I saw an Egyptian soldier raise his rifle and aim at me. I ran harder but I knew that he would fire before I reached him. I was twenty feet away when I saw him squeeze the trigger and I braced myself for the impact. It was a misfire and I saw the horror on the man’s face as he ejected the cartridge to load another. He never made it and I rammed my bayonet into his chest. Around me, my men were doing as they had been trained. They lunged with their bayonets and cleared the Egyptians before us. They chambered bullets and fired at every hint of danger. That some bullets missed was immaterial as it kept the enemy heads down. The bayonet on the end made the rifle harder to fire but we had trained well enough and all of them knew how to compensate. This was not Rorke’s Drift where we fired so many bullets that chambers jammed. Here we were firing steadily. At Rorke’s Drift, we had fired six or seven bullets a minute, sometimes for twenty odd minutes at a time. Here we were choosing targets and the rate was nearer three bullets a minute. Our guns would not jam. We moved along the trenches and redoubts seeking enemies. It was clear that many had fled but there were others who had remained. I had heard of soldiers at Isandlwana who had found perches in the rocks and held off Zulus for a couple of hours after the battle had ended. A man fights and clings to life beyond all hope. There would be Egyptians who were of the same mind. 
 
    As I had learned before, night fighting was a confused and dangerous affair and although the sun was rising behind us, the smoke and the slight mist from the canal made visibility difficult. Faces, bayonets and swords came out of the smoky murk. The flash of muzzles made a man temporarily blind and there was always the unknown factor of the numbers you were facing. We had been told that there were twenty thousand in the enemy army. We had less than nine thousand men and that meant we were outnumbered by more than two to one. The complete rising of the sun revealed that we had killed many in the trenches already.  
 
    I had come to trust both my senses and my rifle. As I scanned the trenches, I looked for movement and when I saw a fez move I raised my rifle I sent a bullet into it. It was now an automatic reaction for me to chamber another bullet and then look for another target. There were fanatics amongst the enemy and a couple of dozen of them, hidden behind a redoubt, suddenly ran at us. 
 
    “Number three section, ware enemy to the right.” I dropped to one knee and, as my section joined me, began to fire. This was like Rorke’s Drift all over again. Wild men who were determined to kill at all costs. I remembered the routine. Stay steady and make sure you drop the nearest man. My bullet caught the closest man in the chest and my rifle switched to the next target, the man to his left. I had not even been aware of loading the round but as I squeezed the trigger my bullet spun him around. I fired a third one before I knew that I would have to use my bayonet for two men were closing with me. I had chambered the rifle but they were on me. The rest of the section was all engaged and I was, to all intents and purposes, on my own. I blocked the bayonet of one Egyptian with the stock of my rifle while I parried the sword that came down for my head. I twisted my body so that the fellah who had struck at my stock tumbled. I turned my rifle and fired at the officer. The man who had stumbled rose and I barely had time to swing my bayonet. I was lucky and he was not. My lunger tore across his throat and he tumbled into the trench. 
 
    The attack beaten off, I loaded another bullet. There were six men with me. “They came from behind that redoubt. Let’s make sure there aren’t more there. Skirmish order and shoot first. Do not hesitate.” 
 
    They chorused, “Yes, sergeant.” 
 
    The redoubts had been hastily constructed. The barrels of the artillery pieces poked from between gaps. They had built up soil embankments before the guns and used timber to hold them in place with sandbags at the side. It explained why they had remained undamaged in the artillery duel. I waved Hargreaves and Thomas to the left with Lowe while I led the others to the right. The gunners had been killed by shrapnel from one of our howitzers. It had exploded behind the gun where there was no protection and the gun crew had been shredded by the metal from the exploding shell. There was no one left alive but it made sense to check. 
 
    “Make sure that they are not playing dead, eh?” 
 
    It was a gruesome task but it needed to be done. They were all dead. 
 
    Sergeant Major Lowery’s voice echoed across the battlefield. “King’s Light Infantry, hold at the trenches! Secure the guns.” 
 
    It was a sensible order for we had cavalry to chase after the fleeing enemy cavalry and camel riders. “Right lads, let’s do as we have been ordered.” I ran to the nearest breech-loading artillery piece. After checking that there were no enemy soldiers close by, I laid down my rifle. “You four, swing this one around. Corporal Walters, do the same with the next gun. Corporal Cole, have your men swing around the next gun.” 
 
    I was no gunner but the breech-loading cannons were relatively simple to operate and I loaded a shell. I doubted that we would need it but, should disaster strike and the enemy counter-attacked, they would have a shock as we fired on them with their own guns.  
 
    By the time noon arrived, we had every one of the fifty-eight guns we had captured facing west. Our dead had been collected and the wounded were being tended to. Although our regiment had not suffered any deaths the Highlanders had. They had suffered more from the artillery and they had been wild in their charge. Altogether fifty odd men had died. To me, that was too many but Lieutenant Hodges was in good humour. The regiment had suffered fifteen men wounded and although none was of a serious nature, he had been sent by the colonel to report on their condition. It was he who brought us the numbers. 
 
    “And the Egyptians, sir?” We had already cleared the bodies from our section of the trenches. We had not burned them as we were waiting for orders but something would have to be done soon as the heat of the African sun began to make them swell and stink. 
 
    “From what I can gather, Sergeant Roberts, more than eight hundred bodies have been counted. A victory.” 
 
    That brightened me, “Then we can go home soon, sir?” 
 
    He shook his head, “Sorry, Roberts, we have to take Cairo first and then ensure that the Khedive is securely placed in command again. We don’t want to risk the Suez Canal falling into the hands of the enemy of the Queen.” 
 
    I had, perhaps, been unrealistic in my expectations but I wanted to see my son.  
 
    We did not have long to wait at Tel-el-Kebir. We were ordered to bury the bodies and then our friends from the engineers cleared the tracks of discarded engines and we were taken by train to Cairo. The cavalry had pursued Arabi Pasha and his army to an undefended city and had taken him prisoner. We spent a couple of months tented in Cairo while order was established. The enemy had been beaten three times and many of their keenest warriors had fallen. The heart had gone from them. Lord Cromer was appointed as adviser to the khedive. Lieutenant Hodges had it on good authority that his task was to ensure that the huge tracts of land that ran the length of the Nile were properly managed. To that effect, a couple of regiments would stay with him to ensure that order was maintained. I think that some of the officers hoped that we would be one of the regiments but, thankfully, we were not. It became clear that we would be going home and I was delighted. The time we spent in those tents in Cairo was not pleasant. The heat, the stink from Cairo and the flies were worse than the battle had been. 
 
    Thanks to our victory we had all taken from the dead. It was in the nature of war. The winners always took the spoils. The officers might not approve and the generals certainly wouldn’t. They did not need any extra money and viewed it as banditry. We were realists and knew that if we didn’t take it then the locals would. As the coins we had taken were Egyptian there was little point in taking them back to England and we spent all of them in the souks, the markets of Cairo. I bought gifts for my family. Griff was too young to need anything that we found in Cairo but there were many pretty items of clothing for my mother, aunt and sisters. I knew that Billy had begun to smoke a pipe and I bought two matching tobacco pouches for us. They were beautifully decorated and so cheap that I thought they had been given away. I had a present in mind for Griff and it was one I hoped he would like. I just had to find it. 
 
    With the railways under British control, the journey back to Alexandria was a more comfortable one than the march west had been. We rigged shelters over the tops of the wagons in which we travelled but the engineers had done a good job and we made excellent time. We had to wait in Alexandria for a fortnight for the ships to arrive to take us home and it was an unpleasant time. When we first arrived the bombardment and the subsequent fires meant that much of the city was destroyed. There was rebuilding and clearance of demolished buildings all around us. It was like living on a building site and we were all glad when the transports arrived and we were allowed to board and leave Egypt. 
 
    I was relieved that we had not been one of the regiments ordered to stay in Cairo. I had found the city hot, dirty and smelly. We had seen the pyramids and whilst they had been impressive the squalor in which the people lived was not. Lord Cromer, the new governor, would have his work cut out to ensure that he improved the lot of the common man. If he did not then there would be another revolt.  
 
    We saw less of the lieutenant on the voyage home for he messed with the officers and we only saw him at the daily parade. When we did see him, he was a different man from the slightly diffident officer who had seemed to lack confidence on the way south. He would occasionally join Bob and me as we smoked our pipes at the stern. When he did so he gave us news. He was to be promoted. The colonel and the major were pleased with his performance. Bob too was to be made a lance sergeant. I was pleased for them both. I had my promotion and I was happy with that. The soon-to-be captain also told us of trouble further south, in the Sudan. “Egypt, it seems, has lost control of half of the country. Sudan now has more rebels than we fought in Egypt.” 
 
    “Does that mean we will have to go back, sir?” The last thing I wanted was another war that would deprive me of the chance to see my son and my family. 
 
    He shook his head, “The Prime Minister, it seems, is loath to have British lives wasted. The colonel has heard that it will be the Egyptians who will fight against the rebels. They will be given British officers and NCOs. As we saw the soldiers are brave enough but badly led.” He looked at Bob, “If you wished to transfer, Walters, I could put a word in. You get more pay and an increase in rank.” 
 
    Bob shook his head, “Thank you for the offer, sir, but that little jaunt in Africa was enough for Mrs Walters’ boy and besides I like this regiment.” 
 
    “So do I, Walters, but some of the lieutenants in other regiments stayed in Cairo. They are guaranteed the rank of major. For some chaps that is the be-all and end-all. Not for me. I want to stay with this regiment and earn my promotions.” He smiled, “I want to thank you two chaps for all that you did. I know I was a little green when we landed but I appreciate that you looked after me.” 
 
    Bob shook his head, “That was Sergeant Roberts, sir. He is an old hand at this sort of thing.” 
 
    I was not and I knew it but my experience in Natal had stood me in good stead. The question remained, would I want to stay in the army when my son and family lived so far away? 
 
    The voyage back was less pleasant than the one out had been. After we passed through the Straits of Gibraltar we were hit by an Atlantic storm. I learned then that I had sea legs. Many of the others did not. It might have been the result of heat stroke in Egypt and other illnesses contracted in camp but more than half of the regiment became very ill as a result of the tossing and turning. When the storm burnt itself out there were more men in their beds than reporting for the morning parade on the foredeck. Once again fewer of the men in our platoon were incapacitated. We had eaten better and protected ourselves from the sun more. There were men who were seasick; Potter and Hargreaves were particularly ill but they soon recovered. 
 
    “A lesson for you, Bob. When you take over number two section then you need to think as much about the welfare of the section as their battle efficiency.” 
 
    “Where did you learn all this, Jack?” 
 
    I smiled, “From the lads in the 24th. Hooky, Sergeant Windridge and Colour Sergeant Bourne. They made me the soldier I am today. I reckon that is how the British Army works. We don’t go to officer training; we learn from those who have risen up through the ranks. Don’t get me wrong, there are some bad ‘uns out there but not as many as the solid backbone of the British Army.” 
 
    The storm also delayed us and we did not dock in Southampton until three weeks after the storm had struck. We had to wait for three days for our trains and had a tortuous journey back to Shrewsbury and our barracks. Once there it was back into the routine. With Captain Philips gone we needed a new adjutant and Captain Hodges was given the post on a temporary basis. He was pleased with the job although I would not have been. It seemed to me to be all about paperwork. He was quite philosophical about it all. “I will learn how the battalion works and that is no bad thing. I learned about active service in Egypt but one day I might be in command of a battalion and I need to know how it works.” He grinned, “Besides, I am not a fan of marching and parading.” 
 
    “Nor am I sir, but we saw in Egypt that drilling makes for better soldiers. That and some good training on the firing range. I intend to make my section the best in the platoon.” 
 
    “The thing is, Roberts, you won’t have the section anymore. You have been put in command of the whole platoon. Sergeant Hughes took a lance in the leg and he can’t walk properly. He is being invalided out and the major himself put your name forward. Until we get a replacement for me you will be in command. I am confident you will do a good job.” 
 
    I groaned, “Sir, I hoped for a leave to go and see my family.” 
 
    “As do the rest of the regiment.” He flourished a packet of papers, “One of my first tasks is to arrange a rota. You will get your leave but it won’t be for a week or two. Perhaps a month.” 
 
    “Sir.” I was a victim of my own success. Had I performed less well then, I would not have been given the platoon and until a new lieutenant arrived, I would not be able to leave. I hoped it was not another Lieutenant Harding-Smythe. 
 
    On my first day off I went and picked wildflowers from the hedgerow and then went to the graveyard. There was a stone there. Doris, the girls and Geraint must have arranged that.  
 
    ‘Annie Roberts, wife to Jack and mother to Griffith, born 1863 Died 1881’ 
 
    It was a simple stone and inscription but it made tears spring to my eyes. 
 
    “Well, Annie, I am home. I haven’t seen our bairn yet but I know my family will have looked after him. I promise that I will tell him all about you. As you watch, from heaven, you will see him become a fine young man.” 
 
    I spent an hour there and then headed to the ‘Eagle and Child’. Alice and Betty were serving behind the bar and they squealed with delight when I entered. Geraint had been in the cellar and his head appeared, “What is all this commotion?” His smile appeared when he spied me, “Jack, you are back. Have a beer on the house.” As he pulled the pint he said, “We heard you lads were back and did well out there.” 
 
    I nodded, “Thank you for the gravestone, how much do I owe you?” 
 
    Betty shook her head, “It wasn’t us, Jack. The vicar said a Captain Philips paid for it.” 
 
    “He was a good man. Where is Doris?” 
 
    Their faces clouded and Betty’s voice was filled with anger, “She ran off with a chap last year. They went to London. He was a bad ‘un, Jack. Little pencil moustache and he was a smooth talker. She fell for him, hook line and sinker. We tried to tell her but…” 
 
    Geraint handed me the pint, “I reckon that Annie dying like that made her look at her life and she grabbed at the first lifebelt she saw.” 
 
    Alice snorted, “More like a dead weight. Doris had a little bit of money and I reckon he ran off with her to get the money.” 
 
    Life was like that. You could not predict what was going to happen. I had thought Doris was the most stable of the girls and the one least likely to do something stupid but in matters of the heart, there are no rules. When I returned to the barracks, I wrote a letter thanking Captain Philips and offering to repay him for the stone. I went to Major Pulleine to ask for an address and he said, “He left for America, Jack. He told us that before we left. He wanted a new start. I am afraid I have no idea where he is.” 
 
    “The thing is, sir, he paid for a gravestone for my wife and I would like to repay him.” 
 
    He smiled, “Captain Philips thought well of you, Jack. He had no family of his own and he would not be happy if you repaid him.” 
 
    I held the letter, “I wrote a letter, sir.” 
 
    “Give it to me and I will send it to the Army and Navy club in London. He is a member there and they will see that he gets it.” I handed the letter over. My life, it seemed, was to be filled with friends departing and the one constant was that I was always left alone. I now understood Trooper a lot better. He had seemed to me friendless and yet everyone liked him. Many of his comrades had died but life in the service, for all the camaraderie could also be a lonely place. 
 
    I was lucky that I had Bob Walters in the platoon as well as number three section. Three of them had been promoted to corporal and that meant I had a good spine of men. The sections I had led in Egypt had proved the most efficient and I spent the first two weeks dragging the rest up to the same standard. It was hard work as some of the other sections had not been led as well as ours but we persevered. I made it a competition so that on the firing range we had prizes for accuracy and speed of firing. I also endeavoured to make the men fitter. Africa had taken its toll on many of the men. We ate well in the barracks and I ensured that we had a two-mile run every day in full kit. I was mindful of Albert Hepplewhite and when we went on the run, I stayed at the back to jolly along any who lagged behind. I was helped by the fact that there was no officer yet. 
 
    We were told that we would have a two-week leave in a fortnight when Lieutenant Callow arrived. I could not believe how young he looked. I wondered if he was even shaving. I met him in the battalion office with Captain Hodges. The captain made it easy for me and stressed to the young officer how experienced I was. It turned out he was nothing like Harding-Smythe and was eager to learn. It made for a more harmonious time. I tried to treat him the way Hooky had treated me when I joined the 24th. He might be an officer but he was also a young man and I knew how hard he would be finding the transition from civilian life to the life of a soldier of the queen. A fortnight was not enough and it would be hard for the young man to adjust to life in the battalion with the whole platoon on leave. Captain Hodges showed that his promotion had been a good one as he took the young officer under his wing and taught him how to be a good officer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    As I headed north, I reflected that it had been two years since I had left my family. I had no idea what to expect. The letters sent to Egypt were now on their way back, unread as I had not received them, and there had been no news. If there had been bad news then I would have been sent a telegram and so I took comfort from that. I virtually ran from the ferry to the house. They knew I was coming as I had invested in a telegram home. I arrived on Saturday afternoon and the whole family was waiting for me. The calls from the neighbours as I strode down the street alerted them to my arrival and Billy, now sporting a moustache and brilliantined hair, greeted me. He had grown but I was still bigger. I dropped my kitbag and shook his hand. 
 
    He looked me up and down, “By heck our Jack, you have changed colour.” 
 
    I laughed and, picking up my bag, entered, “The African sun burns hot, our Bill. I shall never complain about a cloudy day again, that is for sure.” I dropped my bag in the hall and put my forage cap on the coat hook. I smoothed down my hair, “How do I look, our Bill?” 
 
    “They just want to see you.” 
 
    “This will be the first time my son will see me. I want him to be impressed.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, he will be. Mother and Aunt Sarah talk about you all the time to him. Come on they will be waiting.” 
 
    He opened the door to the parlour and stood back. My sisters were now women and they beamed at me. Aunt Sarah and Mother both looked older. All four gave their widest smiles and I felt the love from them all. The hint of a tear was in my mother’s eyes but my eyes were drawn to my son. He had my hair and his mother’s eyes. He stood, nervously hiding behind his grandmother’s leg. 
 
    My mother said, “Now then, Griff, this is your dad. Say hello.” 
 
    “He can talk?” 
 
    “A few words,” said Auntie Sarah, “His first word was Nanna.” 
 
    I dropped to one knee and held my arms out, “Son, I am your father and you can’t know how much I have dreamed of this moment.” 
 
    My mother said softly as he continued to hide, “It will take time, Jack.” 
 
    I reached into my tunic. One of the lads in the section was good with his hands. I had given him a couple of bob and he had carved me a wood soldier, a redcoat with a rifle, and I had painted it on the voyage home. One of the sailors in the crew had given me some varnish and it gleamed. I took it out and said, “Here, Griff, a present, a toy soldier to remind you of me. See he has three stripes just like me.” The temptation was too much and he stepped out and grabbed hold of it with two hands. I picked him up and stood. “We have two weeks, son, and I want to make the most of them.” 
 
    He was so fascinated with the toy soldier that he said nothing and almost ignored me. I did not care. I held my son and I never wanted to let him go. 
 
    The fireside chair which had been normally occupied by my nan was vacated for me and I sat on it, with Griff on my knee. He was happy to be playing with the soldier and I stroked his hair and wondered how the tiny bundle I had left became a toddler. I had missed so much. 
 
    “You are a good colour, Jack.” 
 
    I nodded, “I know, Aunt Sarah, I said to Billy that there is no shade in Egypt and it is as hot as a Pilkington’s glass furnace. I am glad to be home.” 
 
    I could see that my sisters were keen to tell me something and when I looked at Alice she blurted out, “And Sarah and I are walking out. We have young men. You shall see them tomorrow.” 
 
    I winked at my mother, “Well we shall have to see if they pass muster. I am the man of the house.” 
 
    Billy laughed and Sarah turned and snapped, “And our Billy has a young lady and he is engaged.” 
 
    Alice pleaded, “You won’t be horrible to them, will you, Jack?” 
 
    Aunt Sarah rose and came over to kiss me on the top of the head, “Our Jack is just teasing, Alice and well you know it. He hasn’t changed and I can see he is still a credit to his family and his country. I’ll put the kettle on. How do you take it these days, Jack?” 
 
    “Any way that it comes. When we have milk, it could be goat milk, camel milk or dried powder and as for sugar…” 
 
    Mother came over to stroke my hair too, “We take so much for granted. Was it hard, love?” 
 
    “Not as hard as you might think. The lads in my platoon are good lads.” 
 
    “But we hear there were battles!” 
 
    “There were, Alice, but we won them all easily.” I leaned forward, “You know the worst part of Africa? It was the crocodiles. We were at one place and the crocodiles were longer than this room and there were hundreds of them. Trust me, the battles were less dangerous than those reptiles.” 
 
    Both girls put their hands to their mouths in shock. My mother said, “Let’s talk of more pleasant things. If it is a nice day tomorrow, we will all take a walk in Sefton Park. You can meet the young men and Billy’s young lady. Griff likes feeding the ducks. I bought a nice joint for dinner. You will be glad of that, I dare say.” 
 
    I beamed, “And your roast potatoes and Yorkshire puddings.” I had arranged for half of my pay to be sent to my mum but I said, “And I will pay my way while I am here. I have money for you. You do enough for me already.” 
 
    “Your pay is more than enough to give Griff what he needs.” 
 
    “I want to give you and Aunt Sarah things too. I have presents in my kitbag for you.” I hugged Griff, “Right now, I am just enjoying the moment.” 
 
    Griff had been patient but he soon tired of the lack of mobility and when he was allowed, he raced off to play with the soldier. Even though I spoke to the others I never took my eyes off him. 
 
    “So, Billy, do you have wedding plans?” 
 
    He nodded, “We might have married earlier this year but I wanted my big brother there. We shall make plans now. You will be there, won’t you? Katherine has been patient.” 
 
    I nodded, “I will move heaven and earth to be here.” I knew that with Captain Hodges as adjutant I had every chance of being given compassionate leave. 
 
    The simple stew we ate tasted like a feast served up to the Queen. Billy went to the pub and brought us back a few bottles of beer. I confess that tasty as the food was, I only had eyes for Griff and I watched as my mother tempted him with morsels. He was not a picky eater but he had been spoiled by his grandmother and great-aunt. I could not criticise for I had not been here but I wanted him to eat by himself. He had a good appetite. It was at bedtime that I saw the first signs of a problem. He kissed his aunties and uncle goodnight but shied away from me. I made do with a hug and, even worse, he did not want me to take him to bed. He gripped onto his nan as though his life depended on it. 
 
    Aunt Sarah saw my face and said, as she put her arm around me, “It will take time, Jack. Don’t force it. He sees us every day and looks on your mother as his. It is understandable.” 
 
    I nodded, not risking speech which might show the catch in my voice. I sat in the chair and lit my pipe. Billy lit his and I could see that he was still a novice. I did not embarrass him by offering advice. When his pipe was going, he said, “It will be cosy tonight with all of us staying here.” 
 
    I had not thought of that. “Where do we all sleep?” 
 
    Alice said, “We will be in with Auntie Sarah. She has a nice big bed. Griff sleeps with mother and you will have Billy’s bed.” 
 
    I shook my head, “No I will not. I shall have the settee.” 
 
    Billy looked upset, “No, Jack. I insist. You have the bed.” 
 
    I took the pipe from my mouth, “Look, I am an outsider in this family now. I know that it is my choice but I won’t have you put out because of me. I am a soldier and this settee will be far more comfortable than most of the beds I have endured. There will be no argument.” I realised that my tone was harsher than it should have been. It was my sergeant’s voice. I modified it, “Besides, I shall have the fire. I am used to the heat of Africa.” 
 
    The silence was awkward. Aunt Sarah said, “I shall put the kettle on. You boys alright with the beer?” 
 
    I nodded and she left. Billy said, “I have my eye on a little place of my own for when Elizabeth and I wed.” 
 
    I was surprised, “You have enough money to buy somewhere?” 
 
    “We were all left a little bit by nan when she died. She had an insurance policy. Mother kept yours to give you now.” 
 
    I shook my head, “She can use it for the family and Griff.” 
 
    He continued, “And I have been promoted. I am now a manager. I make more than Aunt Sarah.” He saw my look and said, “I know it is not right, Jack, as she does the same work as I do but that is life. It is not fair. I have saved up with a building society, the Liverpool and Formby. I am the next one on the list for a house.” 
 
    “Building Society?” 
 
    He nodded, “People like me,” he nodded to his sisters, “and the girls, all agree to save a certain amount each week and then you can take out what you need to buy a house. When everyone has a house then the society folds.” 
 
    Aunt Sarah had come back in, “Except it doesn’t work that way as there are always new people coming in who join. Billy started saving when he joined the firm. My mother’s money has helped but he will still be paying into the society for ten years.” 
 
    “But at least I will have a house and not have to rent as our father did.” 
 
    Betty said, “And when we get married, we will start an account.” 
 
    I had never even thought of a home. I was a soldier and the barracks was my home. Now I was a father I needed to think of the future. I realised that I needed money. That was the moment when the idea of fighting in Egypt came to mind. If I joined the Anglo-Egyptian Army I would be paid more. I could save more and buy somewhere of my own. It was an idea that lurked at the back of my mind but the thought of being like Trooper and renting a room in a stranger’s house did not appeal. I had a son now and I needed to look after him. 
 
    When mother came downstairs, I answered all their questions about Egypt. All that they knew was what came from the newspapers and I knew how unreliable they were. Hooky had said the best use for newspapers was wrapping up your fish and chips and I agreed with him. They glorified events that were not glorious and told downright lies about others. I knew for I had been in battles and then read about them. Mother and I were the last ones downstairs for the rest had all retired. 
 
    “Are you still happy about looking after Griff?” 
 
    She laughed, “Happy? His coming into our life was sad because poor Annie died but that apart it has been the best thing that has happened to me. He is a joy, our Jack. When you were growing up, I had to worry about your father and if he thought what I was doing was right. Our Sarah and I just get on with it. There are no rows and he has two mothers who fuss over him.” She saw my face, “Don’t get me wrong, I would prefer it if his father was here but we know that can’t be, at least not for a while. Billy adores him and even when he is wed, he will be there for Griff. I know, son, that you were upset about tonight but be realistic. Coming home for two weeks at a time can’t make you as close as Sarah and me who have him every waking and sleeping moment. We are not taking him from you but we are there, well, for Annie. Would you be as upset if Griff had wanted to go to bed with his mum and not you?” 
 
    I shook my head, “You are right, but for the last couple of years I have dreamed about coming home and about my son throwing his arms around me and calling me dad.” I sighed, “I have been fooling myself.” 
 
    “Listen, Jack, we speak of you constantly but he is a baby yet. He can’t speak in sentences and I am not sure how much he understands but the older he gets the more he will understand. Your father was not happy about the way you preferred Trooper to him. It hurt him. Being a father is not easy and your circumstances, well they would test anyone. Let us enjoy this leave, eh, Jack? You are right, you are the head of the family now and, trust me, it is not an easy job.” She kissed me on the cheek, “It is good to have you home, son.” 
 
    I smoked a last pipe and watched the fire fade before lying on the settee and trying to get some sleep. It was hard. When I was at the barracks or on campaign then life was easy, I knew what I had to do. Orders were given and I obeyed. I told men what to do and they did it. Family, that was harder. 
 
    After a fry-up breakfast, which I thoroughly enjoyed as there was black pudding, sausages and fried bread, the family dressed up for it was Sunday. We all walked down to church and Griff took my hand and his nan’s. It was a start. When the church service had finished then Billy went for his young lady and my sisters headed to the bus station to meet their beaus. While mother and Aunt Sarah prepared the vegetables for the Sunday dinner I played with Griff. He liked to play hide and seek. He was not very good at it and went to the same place but he giggled and squealed when I caught him.  
 
    “Come on, I have put the meat in on a low light and the potatoes will be ready to roast when we get back.” Aunt Sarah would have made a good Sergeant Major. She was very organised. 
 
    We closed the front door and I asked, “Where are we meeting them?” 
 
    “At the bandstand.” 
 
    Mother and I swung Griff between us as we walked and he laughed and screamed as we did so. It made the journey even shorter than it was. The park was packed for this was Sunday and the only day when people could, in the main, guarantee to be off work. Everyone was dressed in their best. Men wore suits and smart hats. Some still wore the flat working man’s cap but there were many fine hats on show. The ladies all wore a hat and had not only their best dresses and shoes but also a parasol. There was little sun but it was a fashion accessory. In mother’s capacious bag she also had a bottle of juice and pieces of fruit for Griff. He was a grazer. Aunt Sarah had the bag of stale bread for the ducks. I was one of the few soldiers and I had made sure that my boots and buttons gleamed while my hat was at a jaunty angle. Annie had loved it when I made an effort on our Sundays. Thinking back there were precious few of them. 
 
    Griff could not say much and he tended to point when he wanted something but he had learned the word ‘ducks’ and when we came to the path that led to the ducks he squealed, “Ducks!” 
 
    His nan said, calmly, “When we have met up with your aunts and uncle. The ducks will wait.” 
 
    He seemed satisfied with the answer. Had I said anything then he might have pouted. I had to be careful in all that I said and did with my young son. I was desperate for him to like me. 
 
    I spied the three couples in the distance. Billy saw me and waved back. My red uniform was easy to pick out. The three of them headed towards us. Billy was clearly the eldest of the three young men but the other two were smartly dressed in polished shoes, brilliantined hair and the inevitable moustache. I was the only one who was clean-shaven. The moustaches were like the parasol, a fashion accessory. 
 
    They stopped before us and Billy did the introductions, “This is my brother Jack, Sergeant Jack. This is my fiancée, Elizabeth.” 
 
    I stood to attention and saluted, “My pleasure, I am sure.” 
 
    She squealed with delight making Aunt Sarah’s eyes roll. 
 
    “This is Geoffrey, Alice’s young man.” 
 
    I held out my hand for the flaxen-haired young man to shake, “My pleasure, Sergeant.” 
 
    I firmly shook the hand and said, “It will be good to become acquainted.” 
 
    “And this is Archibald, Archie, Sarah’s young man.” 
 
    Archie was the youngest and with fiery red hair, he put out his hand and said, “I am so pleased to meet a hero of Rorke’s Drift, sergeant. I have been looking forward to this more than you can know.” 
 
    He gripped my hand tightly and I smiled, “A fine handshake, Archie, and I, too, look forward to getting to know you too. Now shall we get to the ducks for my son is desperate to feed them?” Aunt Sarah turned to scrutinise the three couples as they walked behind us to the ducks. She was happy to allow Billy to hold hands for he was engaged but the other two had to make do with mere proximity rather than actual contact. I suddenly felt guilty for Annie had linked me from the first moment we had walked out. 
 
    I heard Elizabeth behind us. She was trying to be quiet but I heard every word. “Your brother is so handsome and dashing in his uniform, Bill. You did not tell me he was so good-looking.” 
 
    Billy was a confident young man, “As people say we look alike, Bet, I take that as a compliment.” 
 
    The problem with feeding the ducks was preventing Griff from going headfirst into the water. Aunt Sarah grumbled, “I knew we should have brought the reins.” 
 
    I laughed, “If he goes in it is shallow enough for me to fetch him out.” 
 
    “How does this compare with that crocodile lake you were talking about, Jack?” 
 
    “That was more like a small sea and the water was so murky that even though it was barely four feet deep you couldn’t see anything.” 
 
    Archie said, “Crocodiles? Little ones?” 
 
    I shook my head, “The little ones were fifteen feet long but I saw one beasty, more than twenty feet from snout to tail, take a horse that was drinking.” 
 
    Mother said, “Our Jack! The bairn is listening.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    It was a very pleasant hour that we spent. We headed back to the house only when Griff began to yawn. He even allowed me to pick him up and he was asleep before we had even left the park. I happily carried him, his head nestling into my neck. I wondered how we would all fit around Aunt Sarah’s tiny table but my unspoken question was answered when Archie said, “It is a shame that we cannot all stay this afternoon for I should love to hear more of your stories, sergeant.” 
 
    “It is Jack and I thought you would be dining with us.” 
 
    Aunt Sarah snorted, “How big a piece of meat did you think I bought, Jack? Archie and Geoff will escort the young ladies and their bags back to their lodgings. They have work in the morning.” 
 
    Archie nodded, “I live in the next street and Geoff is not too far away.” 
 
    While my mother and Aunt Sarah prepared the Sunday lunch, I said goodbye to my sisters and their boyfriends. I shook their hands and as Alice kissed me on the cheek she whispered in my ear, “Well, what do think?” 
 
    I whispered back, “I think they are two charming young men and I look forward to seeing them again next weekend.” 
 
    Her smile made my heart melt, “Oh, Jack, you are the best of brothers.” 
 
    Back in the house, I sat with Griff on my knee but it was Elizabeth who amused him. I could see that Billy had found a good one. She liked Griff and was a natural with him. Where I was awkward and uncomfortable, she was at her ease. She was also funny and had a natural wit. Many young women in her position would have put on a face for her prospective in-laws but not Elizabeth. She had no guard up and laughed and giggled as though she had not a care in the world. 
 
    “Do you work, Elizabeth?” 
 
    She nodded, “I am a typist. I work in Billy’s office. It is where I met him.” 
 
    “Do you like the work?” 
 
    She shrugged, “It is noisy but at least it is clean in the office. I know I was lucky. My parents paid for me to go to college so that I could learn a useful skill. They have a small shop and they work long hours. My mum said that a typist gets regular hours and will never be out of work. I find it easy if a little dull. I am paid well and even after paying for board and lodging at home, I have enough to put into the Building Society. We will both be paying for the house we buy.” 
 
    I looked over at Billy and I envied him. He was going to marry a sensible girl and the two of them were embarking on a journey that they would take together. If I had not made Annie pregnant, would we have had a life together? I would never know. You cannot go back and change the past as much as you might want to. But, as I jiggled Griff on my knee, I knew that Griff would not have been born but for that accident. Even though he had yet to warm to me I knew I loved him more than life itself. 
 
    Griff ate in a highchair. I smiled when he began to throw food around but the scowl from Auntie Sarah and the admonishment from mother made me adopt a more serious face. My son took the criticism well and it was a sign, to me at least, of the man he would become. He could take punishment when he had done wrong. As soon as we had finished the food, there had been an apple crumble to finish then Griff, after having his nappy changed, was put down for a nap. I insisted on doing the dishes and Billy aided me. The three ladies, with Griff asleep in his cot, sat and enjoyed a cup of tea. It gave Bill and me the chance to talk. 
 
    “She is a lovely girl, Billy, you have been lucky.” 
 
    He nodded, “Mother said that Annie was lovely too. When she told us I was sorry. I never got to meet her.” 
 
    “Griff has her looks. She was a lovely young woman.” I shook my head, “You can’t live in the past. What is done is done. Make sure you give me plenty of notice of the nuptials. I will have to apply for leave.” 
 
    “You still like the army then?” 
 
    I shrugged, “I am not clever like you. I don’t have much education. If I came out, what would I do, labour? Work at Pilks?” 
 
    “The money would be better.” 
 
    “It isn’t about the money, or at least it wasn’t. Your words have made me realise I need to think about the future and when Griff grows up. I want him to have an education.” 
 
    “Every child now gets schooling from the ages of five until ten.” 
 
    “I want more than that. I am not sure what but…,” I had washed the last dish and I pulled the plug from the sink, “I have met officers and they are no cleverer than you. I know I am not stupid and Griff won’t be. I want him to have choices when he grows up.” I wiped the dishcloth around the sink, “The trouble is I don’t know how to give him those choices.” 
 
    “Listen, Jack, I know you have chosen the army and that means you are likely to be away more than you are at home. I promise that I will keep an eye on Griff. If I can help it, he will want for nothing. I am well thought of at work and there is no limit to where I can go.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that Bill, but one day you will have your own family and they will be your priority. That is as it should be. I will wrestle with this problem.” As Billy put the last dish in the cupboard I laughed, “Until I came home, I didn’t even know that it was a problem. I have a fortnight to get to know my son and then when I am back in Shrewsbury, I can tackle the problem of my future.” 
 
    The couple left before dark for Billy to walk her home. Griff had woken up and did so in somewhat of a bad mood. He cried when Bet, as he called her, left. It told me much; Billy was the one who called her Bet and if my son was emulating his uncle then Billy had as much influence as my mother.  
 
    Over the next week, I spent as much time with Griff as I could. I played with him while Mother did her chores. Aunt Sarah still worked. I did get closer to him and I learned how to make him laugh. He was tickly and if I put my hand down his back beneath his top he would squeal and laugh. He liked to be bounced on my knee as I sang, ‘Half a pound of tuppeny rice.’ When I came to the end and dropped him between my knees he laughed and screamed with delight. He had some wooden building blocks and we played with those too. By the time Friday came and my sisters returned, I was allowed to take him up the stairs to bed and he would happily kiss and hug me. It was still Nan who put him to bed but I settled for that. 
 
    The second weekend at home was harder than the first for I had to share Griff with his aunts as well as Elizabeth. I found myself resenting them. They would see my son far more than I would. I would be leaving on the following Saturday and my leave would be over. I put on a brave face. With more faces to amuse him, Griff seemed to forget his father. My mother saw my reaction and came over, ostensibly to give me a cup of tea but in reality, to give me sage advice, “Our Jack, I can see by your face that you are not happy. Now listen to me. Your son has more love than any other child I know. Why, Queen Victoria has so many children that I am not certain she knows all their names. Everyone in this house loves little Griff. Would you rather he only looked for you?” 
 
    She had cut me to the quick and she was right. I was being petty and I had to get over it. “You are right, mother and I am sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head, “No, I am sorry. I thought we had done the best for you but that wasn’t true. Your father wanted you to be like him and that meant a factory and when Trooper came and filled your head with stories of glory then there was bound to be a problem.” She sighed, “Billy and the girls have the best of it. Your father put all his effort into making you like him. I know you want to go back in time and change the way things were, well so do I but we can’t and we make the best of what we have. You are a good father. I have seen that this week and in a perfect world you would be up here and Griff would see you every day but if you were then you would be at work for ten hours and when you came home you would be too exhausted to play. This is a compromise, Jack, and that is what life is all about. You make compromises.” 
 
    For the first time, I wondered why she had married my father. Had that been a compromise? He had been a good earner. What had been the other choices she might have made? Captain Philips had made a choice. He had chosen the regiment over a life of his own. I now had a life and a son. How our lives turned out would depend largely on me. I would not let life happen to me. I would make decisions to change my life. Colour Sergeant Bourne had become an officer, why could I not emulate him? The following week, as I bade a tearful goodbye to the whole family and Griff hugged me so tightly that I thought I might choke, I determined to make a new start and begin a life that would see us all better off. 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    When I returned to Shrewsbury there were more men who filled the ranks of those invalided out after illness and wounds. I was thrown into the training. A month after our return there was a parade and those of us who had served in Egypt were given two medals: the Khedive Star, a medal awarded by the Khedive of Egypt and the Egypt Medal. Neither was for gallantry or heroism but merely marked our presence there. Still, they looked smart on my tunic. Billy and Elizabeth were keen to be wed and when the date for the wedding arrived the colonel granted my request for four days’ compassionate leave. I took every advantage of that and took a five a.m. milk train to speed up the journey. With my new medal ribbons sewn onto my best tunic, I hurried north to be with my family. 
 
    I went with Bill to the pub the night before the wedding. Neither of us was what you might call a big drinker and Mother warned me not to get him drunk. We had just two pints and I treated Billy and myself to a double whisky which we slowly sipped.  
 
    Billy was in a good mood as one might expect, “We have the house. It is tiny, just like the one we lived in on Central Street but it is ours. I have good prospects and we are both savers. Bet doesn’t need fancy clothes and doesn’t want them. She wants bairns. She adores Griff and can’t wait to have her own.” 
 
    “That means you won’t have as much coming in.” When a woman had a baby, she lost her job. 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, but the thing is that there are people who need documents to be typed. Writers and the like. Not everyone has masses of typists. We have a plan. We are going to invest in a typewriter, not yet but when she falls pregnant. That way she can work from home and still earn a few bob.” 
 
    I laughed, “I can see that you got all the brains, Bill. That is a cracking idea.” 
 
    “No, Jack, what I got was common sense. You are far cleverer than me but I am the lucky one. I got to make my own choices.” 
 
    I was not sure he was right. “I am not sure that I will be able to get home when Alice and Sarah decide that they are to wed. It will be you who walks them down the aisle, Bill.” 
 
    I saw that he had not considered that, “But you can get another leave, surely.” 
 
    “I may not be in the country. Regiments get sent to the West Indies, India, not to mention Africa and Canada. The odds are in favour that we will be abroad, Queen Victoria has a vast Empire and we are her soldiers, we get to defend it for her.” 
 
    He shook his head, “And we reap the benefit. Trade is good and so is business. Work might be hard in factories but it brings in money. Folks are lucky that there are soldiers like you, Bill. Cheers.” 
 
    The wedding was lovely. Mother and the rest of the family had been denied my wedding and they made the most of Billy’s. They had fine dresses and new hats. They had sewn an outfit for Griff to wear as page boy and my sisters were bridesmaids. I was proud and guilty at the same time. My marriage had been a hurried affair. Annie would have loved the day that Elizabeth enjoyed. 
 
    I had less time to spend with Griff but in the time that had elapsed since my first visit, he had grown. He was out of nappies and no longer had a nap in the afternoon. Even better was that he could now speak and I was Dad. I had wondered if he would call me father as we had done to ours but I was happy with Dad. It made me feel special. The parting was a hard one but I left Griff with some lead soldiers I had bought in Shrewsbury. They were redcoats marching with rifles and I had picked the set with a sergeant. I hoped he would see the sergeant and think of me. 
 
    As I left, reluctantly, for the train, I said, “This time I will write and as soon as we get a leave I will be home again.” 
 
    When I returned to Shrewsbury, I threw myself into my work. The new lieutenant was keen and we made the platoon the best in the regiment. The colonel himself praised us. Captain Hodges seemed inordinately pleased too. It did not bring any more pay but I knew that if I kept my nose clean, I might gain a promotion, but as the normal time to reach the rank of sergeant was twelve years, I knew that I had been lucky to have been in action. War was the best place to win promotion. 
 
    Six months after the wedding Captain Hodges called me into the office, “Sergeant Roberts, I thought you should be the first to know, I am to be promoted to company commander. Lieutenant Erskine will be the new adjutant.” 
 
    I smiled for I was genuinely pleased, “Congratulations, sir.” I wondered why he was telling me. I had wondered if he would be like Captain Philips and spend his whole career in an office. 
 
    “You can smoke your pipe if you like, this is quite informal.” 
 
    “That is alright sir.” 
 
    “That is not the main reason I have sent for you.” He nodded at a newspaper, “Have you read of the disaster at El Obeid?” I shook my head. I did not read newspapers. “Three thousand soldiers, Egyptians, were ambushed and slaughtered by a Dervish Army.” I could not comment as when I had fought in Egypt it had been with a British army and we had been fighting the Egyptians. “The thing is, Roberts, General Hicks, who commands the army out there, has realised that the officers in these Egyptian regiments are simply not good enough. He has sent a request to regiments over here. He needs officers and good sergeants to be seconded for a year to train and command his army for him. The colonel and I thought you would be the right man. I know you have the ability. Our section was the most successful in the campaign.” 
 
    “I am not sure, sir. I don’t speak the language and a year is a long time to be away from my family.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the language. All that you need is to learn the orders and I am sure you could manage it but it would be more than a year, Roberts, your service would begin from the moment you landed in Alexandria and end when you left. Think of it as nearer to eighteen months.”  
 
    I did not answer straight away. I fingered my pipe. Eighteen months was a long time but there was no guarantee that I would be based in England if I did not take up the offer. Eighteen months was a fixed contract. “I think I will take you up on the offer of being able to smoke, sir. It helps me think.” 
 
    “Take all the time you like and ask any questions.” 
 
    I got my pipe going and asked, “What about my position here, sir?” 
 
    “You will retain your rank and the year of service will go towards your total service in the British Army.” 
 
    “And I get foreign service allowance like the last time?” 
 
    He smiled, “Even better, Roberts, is that from the moment you leave here until you return you will have the rank of Sergeant Major and the pay that goes with that.” My eyes widened. To reach that rank in a British battalion I would need to serve for twelve years at least. He smiled, “Who knows, when you return, there may be an opening here? The experience can do you no harm.” 
 
    I was not thinking of that I was thinking that I would just be away for eighteen months but with the extra pay, I would have double the income. It meant I would have no domestic leave for eighteen months and Griff would grow up without seeing me but it was a chance to take a leap forward. 
 
    “If I accept, sir, when do I go?” 
 
    “You will need a new set of fatigues. You will be issued a new uniform in Southampton. As soon as you decide then you will be given a warrant. The troopship leaves Southampton in a week’s time.” 
 
    An idea sprang into my head, “Sir, the travel warrant is it route specific?” 
 
    “No, just time limited. It will expire on the day that you reach Southampton.” Realisation dawned, “Of course, you want to go home. In actual fact, that might prove beneficial. The trains from Liverpool to Southampton involve fewer changes, just one I believe in London. So, I shall tell the colonel then?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, and thank you.” 
 
    “No, Roberts, thank you. Many of the men who are volunteering are doing so for the most dubious of motives. You are a stout fellow and will do the regiment proud.” 
 
    I was pleased that he could not read my mind for I was also doing this for dubious reasons. “One more thing, sir, could I have my pay paid to my mother?” 
 
    “Won’t you need money in Egypt and Sudan?” 
 
    “I can take what I need, sir. I have a little saved up and, if anything happened to me, it would be good to know that my family wouldn’t suffer.” 
 
    “You are a man with a good heart, Roberts, but you will return. Of that, I have no doubt.” 
 
    By the time I had been issued my new kit and received my railway warrant it was too late to leave and I would have to get the milk train. I sent a telegram and then went to the ‘Eagle and Child’. I told Geraint and the girls that they would not see me for some time and I was touched by their reaction. 
 
    Betty said, “You come back, you hear?” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    I had not been told not to and so I took not only my rifle, which I disassembled to make it easier to take but the sword and pistol I had captured from the Egyptian officer. I was at the station an hour before the train so keen was I to get home. I reached Aunt Sarah’s house by eleven thirty. Mother had received the telegram at eight-thirty. The rest of the family had already left for work They would have a surprise when they came home. It meant that there was just my mother and Griff in the house. While I played with Griff, I told my mother my plans. “It means I have five days here at home. I will put my affairs in order. I need a will.” 
 
    She put her hand to her mouth, “Why? You aren’t going to die?” 
 
    I laughed as I bounced a giggling Griff up and down, “We all die, mother, and I have no plans to die anytime soon but I will be fighting and if I haven’t planned for such an eventuality then I will curse myself in the next world. I have arranged for my pay to come to you. It means you will be more comfortable. If you can save some then that means I can leave the army sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “We don’t need much. I will save most of it.” 
 
    “And I want a couple of photographs of the three of us and one of Griff and me. I will have copies made for you but I want a picture to hold. I should have had one done of Annie but…” 
 
    She nodded, “You didn’t know what was going to happen.” 
 
    We went directly to the photographer’s studio and had the photographs taken. When he heard that I was shipping out he promised me them by the next day and I know that he did not charge me as much as regular customers. The uniform and the medal ribbons ensured that. We then bought some good paper from a stationer as well as some meat. We would celebrate my return. 
 
    It was after Griff had been put to bed that I sat with the other three and we wrote the will. Aunt Sarah was more practically minded and she thought it sensible. I had Bill as my executor and we would have the neighbours witness it the next day. I slept better that night knowing that no matter what happened Griff would be looked after. 
 
    The days flew by. The visit was too short and did not coincide with a Sunday and so I never got to see my sisters but Elizabeth came around one night to see me. She cried and I was touched. I had ordered three copies of each of the photographs. Mother had an old pair of frames and her set was placed above the fire. I left the other set for Mother to use as she saw fit. Mine went in my kit bag. 
 
    I rose early the day I was to leave and although I moved around the house quietly, inevitably I woke them all up and by six the house was awake. I had bought a pocket watch from a pawnbroker. It was not expensive but it was a good make. If I was to be a sergeant major then I would need to tell the time. I looked at the face as I wound it up. It was a sign of my rising status. After breakfast, I sat with Griff. I had all morning with him and my mother but she let me have him to myself and we played with his lead soldiers. We ate a little lunch and then we went for a walk to the park where we fed the ducks. Mother made me sandwiches for the journey as we played. It was not conversations we had but I could talk and he would understand almost everything I said, “Now, Griff, I am going away and by the time I return you will be at school. I will bring you presents when I return. I know you are a good boy for your Nan, but I want you to be even better behaved while I am away. Do your best at school. If you need any advice then Uncle Bill is the best man I know. He will keep you straight.” 
 
    “Are you going to die?” 
 
    I felt my throat constrict and I had to cough to clear it, “I hope not but if it is my time then so be it.” I nodded to the photograph over the fire, “I have one of those and I will look at it every day. You look at this one and imagine what I am doing. There is less chance of me dying than you think. The men I knew who died in the battles were just unlucky. More were luckier. I shall write when I can but if you don’t get letters then do not think the worst. Egypt is a long way away.” 
 
    He nodded and then whispered, “Stay away from the crocodiles.” 
 
    I hugged him and said, hoarsely in his ear, “That I will promise to do.” I did not speak again until I reached the train. Had I done so then I would have unmanned myself. 
 
    The train journey to Southampton was long and tedious. While I was able to board the train at Lime Street, I had to travel to London first and then change stations to find my train to Southampton. This was an even bigger adventure than when I had joined up. I had a whole new language to learn and the men I commanded would not be British. Those thoughts and the memory of my conversations with Griff filled my head as I endured the eight-hour journey. I arrived in the early hours of the morning and headed for Waterloo where I took the first train to Southampton. 
 
    The organisation was remarkably impressive. I had taken the night train so that I arrived on the morning we were due to leave. There were many people on the train taking ship but I was the only soldier. I had the directions from Captain Hodges and I headed for the quay and the building with the union flag flying from it. A sentry checked my identification, also given to me by Captain Hodges and I entered what was, essentially, a Quarter Master’s store.  
 
    An ancient sergeant was smoking his pipe as I entered. He saw my rank and said, “You are keen, sergeant, or should I say, Sergeant Major.” He nodded to a cubicle, “You can go in there to try on the uniform. It is up to you which uniform you travel in but when you dock you will be wearing the uniform of the Egyptian army. He cast an experienced eye over at me and then made a pile. He put two of everything. There were boots, gaiters and the white uniform they called a tarbrush. I still do not know why. There was a red fez, greatcoat, blanket and pack. There were the usual belts and bayonet frog. I noticed that the leather belts and straps were all black. Perhaps that explained why they called the uniform the tarbrush. “While you are getting changed, I will get you the bayonet and rifle you will need.” 
 
    He had a good eye and the uniform fitted well, or as well as any army uniform that was not tailored made, like an officer’s. “Good fit. Are you wearing it?” 
 
    I shook my head, “It will get dirty enough anyway. I will wear my regimental uniform.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” When I emerged, he helped me to pack the uniform into my kit bag. His eyes widened when he saw the array of weapons already in there. He said nothing about them. He handed me the rifle. Its weight was about the same as the Martini-Henry but it was longer. “This is the Remington Rolling Box rifle. The rate of fire is about the same as yon rifle,” he nodded at my kitbag, “but you can fire for longer before it jams. It doesn’t use the same ammunition, it fires a .43 French. Similar but not the same. You might be able to use a .303 but…” 
 
    I nodded, “I will stick with what I know.” 
 
    He gave me the sword bayonet, “This sword bayonet is almost the same as the one you are used to. It will need sharpening.” 
 
    “Of course. I have a whole sea voyage for that.” 
 
    “Last of all, mess tin, mug, dixie and canteen.” He pushed them over. Grinning he said, “One last thing, your new stripes, Sergeant Major.” I know that it was only the Egyptian army but I felt as though I had reached the top of the tree. I was a sergeant major. “Good luck. When you get back, if you get back, then the rifle and bayonet will be left here. The rest will be pretty much ruined by then.” He pointed to the door, “Head down the quay until you come to the ‘Jervis Bay’ she is your transport. Some of the lads and the officers arrived last night and they are aboard. Someone will sort you out.” 
 
    “Thanks, Quarter Master.”  
 
    “Warrant Officer White. I hope you survive out there.” 
 
    With that cheery goodbye, I hefted the kit bag and rifle over my shoulder. They were incredibly heavy. I marched down the quay looking for the steamship that would take me to a new life. 
 
    I saw two redcoats smoking at the top of the gangplank of the steamship. There was a young cadet officer with a clipboard at the bottom, “Name?” 
 
    I used my title for the first time, “Sergeant Major Roberts.” 
 
    He looked down his list. He could not have been more than fourteen years of age, “The Kings’ Shropshire Light Infantry.” 
 
    “That is right.” 
 
    “Cabin 238 on the port side, next deck down.” 
 
    I could not help a smile. A cabin was a luxury. When I had travelled the previous two times it had been a hold that had provided our accommodation. “Thanks, cadet.” I hefted the kit bag which weighed a ton as well as the haversack and rifle and struggled up the gangplank. 
 
    When I reached the top the two redcoats grinned, “You did well. It took us two trips.”  
 
    I dropped my bag, haversack and rifle. Holding out my hand I said, “Sergeant Major Jack Roberts formerly of the Kings’ Shropshire Light Infantry.” 
 
    The older of the two flicked his cigarette butt over the side, “Sergeant Joe Adams, 33rd Regiment of Foot.” 
 
    “Sergeant?” 
 
    “I was a corporal and there was little chance of promotion in the Duke of Wellington’s so I jumped ship, so to speak. They gave me the rank of sergeant.” 
 
    The one who looked to be slightly younger and had the tan of one who had served in the tropics, held out his hand, “Sergeant Major Harry Dean.” He chuckled, “I still can’t get used to the title. I was in the Hampshires. We used to be the 67th.” 
 
    “I can see you have served abroad.” 
 
    “As have you. I was in India, where were you?” 
 
    “Where we are going, Egypt.” 
 
    Joe lit another cigarette, “I served in Abyssinia but that was more than ten years since. Come on, where is your cabin?” He lifted up my rifle and haversack. 
 
    “238.” 
 
    Harry grinned, “Very neighbourly. We are 236 and 240. Here, grab one end of this bag and I will get the other.” As he picked it up he said, “What have you got in here? The kitchen sink?” 
 
    I shook my head, “I stripped down my Martini-Henry and I have a sword and pistol I took from a dead officer.” 
 
    “Very enterprising.” 
 
    The cabin was surprisingly spacious. “We will see you back at the gangplank. We are officer watching.” 
 
    “Officer watching?” 
 
    “All the officers are majors. We are trying to see which ones are wet behind the ears lieutenants and who are the greybeards who are looking for a better pension.” 
 
    As I unpacked my gear, I was happy that I had met the two of them. I would not make snap judgements but they seemed like decent chaps and I had wanted friends. I had endured enough of being alone. Everything was stored and in the right place, I donned my forage cap and taking my pipe returned to the gangplank.  
 
    “Are there many other NCOs then?” 
 
    “I think there are ten of us so far.” Harry pointed the pipe of his stem to the north. “Five are Jocks. There are us three, one lad who was in the 16th, the Bedfordhires and another who was in the Prince of Wales’ volunteers. They used to be the 40th Foot.” 
 
    I lit my pipe as a horse and carriage pulled up and a young officer stepped out. Joe grinned, “Another officer. I am putting my money on a wet behind the ears lieutenant.” 
 
    Harry said, “No bet. You can see from here that he has barely begun shaving.” 
 
    The man was clearly an officer for he had a servant carry his bag up the gangplank. He came up to us and we snapped to attention. We all intoned, “Sir.” 
 
    I could barely keep a straight face as he looked to be about fourteen years of age. He squeaked, “Carry on, chaps.” Turning to his aged servant he said, “Come on Brown, do keep up.” 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant Carruthers.” 
 
    “I keep telling you, it is Major Carruthers.” The man rolled his eyes.  
 
    When they had gone Harry and I laughed. Joe shook his head, “He might be in charge of one of us.” That wiped the smile off our faces. 
 
    We watched another half dozen officers come aboard. Harry had been right, you could see the older ones, some older than Captain Hodges, who saw no promotion at home and then there were the young officers, barely old enough to command. They would be looking for glory while the older ones wanted money for their old age. When we heard the bell sound for lunch we headed to the mess. There was a steward who took our names as we entered and I asked, “How many are we expecting for this little voyage, steward?” 
 
    “There will be twenty of you who are bound for the Egyptian army but later on this afternoon we are embarking the cavalry who will be going with you to become the camel regiment.” 
 
    This would be our last quiet meal. When we were a full mess, we would have to queue up and use our mess tins but as there were so few they were using stewards to serve us. The food was good and plentiful. One of the older stewards confided to us that until the cavalry regiment was aboard, we were to enjoy the same food as the officers and the ship’s officers. He was a mine of information. “They will be an interesting collection. There are Guards, Household Cavalry and Marine detachments.” He shook his head, “Good luck to them. Camels are horrible beasts.” 
 
    After he had gone, I said, “They are that but they are not bad to eat.” 
 
    The three of us got on well. We shared stories of our service. By the time we returned to the deck I had told them of Rorke’s Drift. That had really impressed them. “I didn’t know your lot were in Natal.” 
 
    I shook my head, “They weren’t, Harry, I was in the 24th first.” I hesitated and then decided to be truthful with them. I told them of Harding-Smythe and they both nodded. 
 
    Joe said, “Every regiment has one. We had one in Abyssinia. He got half a platoon wiped out in an ambush.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “What do you think? Gave him a medal and covered it up.” 
 
    The men who would be going to begin the Camel Regiment arrived. I had already worked out why they would choose a duty that was not only hazardous but would be strange to them, promotion. The best way to get promoted was through war. You could show courage under fire and get promoted and men could be killed or wounded. Either way a private could become a corporal and a corporal a sergeant. A lowly lieutenant could become a captain. Promotion meant more pay. I was under no illusions about myself and my motives. I was a mercenary too. I would still be serving the Queen but I would be fighting in a unit that was not British. 
 
    “Eighteen months.” 
 
    I thought I had said the words in my head but Harry asked, “What?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You said eighteen months.” 
 
    I nodded and tapped the pipe out on the rail, “Ah, I was just thinking out loud. In eighteen months I can come back home. I have a son. He is a toddler and even eighteen months will see a huge change in him.” 
 
    Harry nodded, “Ah, I see why you are here then. I want a family too but that will have to wait. I am older than you and I have less time to serve. This little lot will see me with enough money to get the lease on a little pub. I will do an extra year after the first one and come back. Do a year in England and then find a wife.” 
 
    I laughed, “You make it sound easy.” 
 
    He looked surprised, “It is. You have been in barracks towns. There are plenty of women and bonny ones too. They will jump at the chance of marrying a soldier with money.” He turned to Joe, “What about you? Any family?” 
 
    He nodded, sadly, “There was a young girl. We were set to wed and then her father refused. He said a soldier was not good enough for his daughter. She married a doctor.” He shrugged, “He might have been right, I mean a doctor is a much better profession than a soldier. Now if I had been an officer then it would have made a difference.” 
 
    I gave him a shrewd look and asked him the question I already knew the answer to, “When was this, Joe?” 
 
    “They were married three months ago. I only met her a year ago and I fell for her.” He lit a cigarette, “Egypt will be a new start.” 
 
    He was leaving to forget a woman. “So you will stay longer than the initial contract then?” 
 
    “Too bloody right. I want the money and the promotion.” 
 
    I suspected that the motives of many of the other men would be the same. 
 
    The troopers marched up the gangplank. They were led by their NCOs and headed below decks. They would have slung hammocks and be together. Their officers would have cabins like us. At least my voyage out would be a better one than the previous two. 
 
    It did not take long to board the men for they had no horses to worry about. We left on the early evening tide. We were eating and missed the sight of the setting sun and the Isle of Wight silhouetted against it. We were soldiers and food came first. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Egypt September 1884 
 
    The voyage out felt cosy. The officers who were travelling to command and the NCOs had not been told which regiments they would command and so we led separate lives on board the ship. We saluted the officers when we passed them but there was no communication. The three of us chatted with the other NCOs but that was generally about our past experiences. The cavalrymen and naval ratings who ate with us had a slightly superior attitude. They would not be fighting alongside what they called, ‘natives’. There was a certain snobbery about that. The result was that we tended to eat at the same table and socialise together. I think it helped us as it bonded us. When we joined our new battalions, we would be isolated and only mix with those who were like us and had volunteered. 
 
    The exception to all of this was Major Dickenson. We met him on the first day at sea. He held a class every day for the officers and NCOs who would train the Egyptians. He had a darkly tanned face and when he spoke it became clear that he had been in Egypt for some time. 
 
    “I served with General Hicks, they call him Pasha Hicks, in Egypt. I can speak the language well and the general has sent me back to teach you the basics of the language.” There were groans and he held up his hand. “Generally, you will still use the British commands for left, right, march, fire and the like, but there are other words that will make your life much easier. I am here to teach you. I will be here for an hour after breakfast, an hour after lunch and an hour before dinner. That will give you three hours a day. I am not saying that you will be fluent by the time we arrive but you won’t be like fish out of water.” 
 
    I liked the young officer and he was a good teacher. He reminded me of Trooper for he was very patient. The numbers in the class dwindled alarmingly. By the third lesson of the first day, the officers had voted with their feet and it was just the twenty NCOs who turned up for the last session of the day. The major looked disappointed but he forced a smile, “Well done, chaps. I will see you in the morning.” 
 
    When we turned up for the morning session there were just twelve of us left. The Scottish NCOs had decided that if the officers were not going to turn up then they wouldn’t either. Joe and Harry had both learned some words when they had served in Abyssinia and India respectively. I felt guilty that I had not bothered and I knew that learning a language could only help me. The Egyptians would be terrified when they met the Dervishes and as a leader, it was my job to speak to them. The smaller numbers helped and the major proved to be a good teacher. By the time Alexandria hove into view, we could hold conversations with each other. He had encouraged us to try to use our newfound skills when we did not have a lesson. Harry, Joe, and I enjoyed the challenge. We played dominoes and cards when off duty and it became fun to use the Egyptian word for knock. 
 
    His last lesson, the night before we would disembark, was to tell us to use Arabic whenever possible. “You chaps will not be commanding the Sudanese elements. They will have officers from the Egyptian Army. They will be the equivalent of you, men who have been given an extra promotion to command. The Egyptians you will command will be used to their own officers. They will have been moved on so that you can train them. Using their language will make them less resentful. They speak Egyptian Arabic. It means that if you meet anyone who is not from Egypt then you should be able to speak to them too.” Just then there was the hawking, high-pitched laughter of some officers in the next mess. He shook his head, “As your officers may not speak the language it will be up to you chaps to rally your men and believe me, they will need it.” He leaned forward, “At the first battle of El Teb, earlier this year the Egyptian battalions panicked and fled. General Hicks does not want that to happen again.” We nodded, “One more thing. This is the last night that you will wear your old uniforms. Tomorrow, you don the fez and the rest of the uniform.” He stood, “I will go and inform my fellow officers of that fact. I don’t think that they will be best pleased but any that land in redcoats will be sent back to their regiments.” 
 
    That was a sobering thought. That night we indulged ourselves. I was not sure that we would be drinking in a Muslim country. On board the transport we had enjoyed our rum ration and that night we did so to the full. We were not drunk but, let us say, that we slept well. I did not forget to soak some of the bar tobacco in rum. It made it last longer and smoke sweeter. The next morning I dressed in the unfamiliar uniform. The most alarming piece of equipment was the fez. I was used to a helmet which, whilst not metal, afforded some protection from both bullets and bladed weapons not to mention the sun. I felt foolish in my new uniform but when at breakfast I saw the others, including the officers, wearing it I found myself smiling. The officers looked even more uncomfortable. Although we dined separately from the officers the two entrances were next to each other. Harry, Joe and I took our usual seats and I put my fez, like the others, on the table. It was not done to eat wearing headgear. 
 
    “Well, this is us, lads, for the foreseeable future, eh?” 
 
    I nodded, “The thing is, Harry, the fez apart, it is not as bad as the red tunic, is it? It is thinner and it is white. It feels cooler.” 
 
    “Aye, I suppose you are right.” 
 
    Major Dickenson entered and we all stood to attention, including the Camel Regiment NCOs. He waved us to our seats, “I just wanted a word with my chaps. At ease.” We were all seated in our usual place. “I know that you will find this uniform hard to get used to.” He nodded towards my fez, “I know that you can’t attach anything to the fez but you can use a keffiyeh or shemagh.” We all looked puzzled. “It is a square of material that Arabs wear on their head. It is secured by an agal, a sort of band. Now your officers may not approve of it worn as the Arabs do but I would suggest you get yourself one and use it around your neck. Eventually, even the most hidebound Englishman will realise that it makes life easier and you will not be marching along Horse Guards parade. This is Egypt and as some of you know, it is hot!”  
 
    I knew the item he was talking about and it made sense. Harry asked, “Will any of us be serving with you, Major?” 
 
    He shook his head, “I am destined for other work. I can’t talk about it but I will still be a soldier of the queen. Good luck chaps and keep up with the language. You have all done well and I am confident that it will stand you in good stead. Major Hall will be waiting for you landside with more instructions. He is a good chap and has served with the general for as long as I have. We are both old hands.” 
 
    Alexandria was in sight an hour before we docked. Keen to be off the three of us waited with our kitbags and we smoked as we watched the rebuilt port grow closer. There were four gangplanks waiting to be used. The officers would use the one at the bow, the camel regiment the centre two and we would use the one at the stern. I saw the union flag flying from a hut-like structure and guessed that within would be Major Hall. We left the ship having bidden farewell to the stewards whom we had come to know well. We were all good soldiers and we marched in order to the hut. In contrast, the officers, the majority of whom were young, just ambled along. I saw a line of Egyptian soldiers lined up behind the hut taking advantage of its shade. They were unarmed. 
 
    As we had marched, we reached the hut first and Harry knocked on the door and said, tentatively, “Major Hall?” 
 
    A tanned but young looking young officer smiled and said, “Come in out of the sun.” I saw that a native was operating a crude fan above the head of the officer and the soldier next to him. “Leave your bags outside. Now then, give me your name and I will tell you your regiment. Then if you go behind the hut where there is some shade you will find your servant. He will carry your bag to the railway station for you.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to be based here then, sir?” 
 
    He looked up at me, “No, you will muster at Suez.” I idly wondered why we had not gone there by ship but I assumed there would be a reason. It might not be a good reason but someone with red tape on his neck would have thought it a good idea. “And you are?” 
 
    “Roberts, Sir.” 
 
    He smiled, “Third battalion second regiment. Your chap is called,” he scanned his meticulously written list, “Malik al Tammar. He is a good chap.” He looked up at me, “You will have plenty of time for a smoke. I have all of you chaps to process and when they get here the officers.” 
 
    I went outside and picked up my kit bag. I had retained the rifle which was slung over my shoulder. When I went outside the forty-odd men all snapped to attention. It was time to test my Egyptian, “At ease.” It is hard to describe the pleasure I felt when they not only obeyed but something else, I saw respect in their eyes. “Malik al Tammar?” 
 
    An older soldier came forward and stood to attention. He saluted and said, in English, “I be your man.” 
 
    I replied in Egyptian Arabic, “I should like to learn your language.” It was one of the first phrases we had been taught. “Please correct me if I make a mistake.” 
 
    Not only his face but the rest of the servants broke into a grin. “Of course, Sergeant Major.” He took my bag and moved his fellows out of the way. He led me to a shady spot at the end of the building. As we stood there, I lit my pipe and then asked him, in my halting Arabic, his story. When he looked confused, I asked him which word I had said wrong and, in this way, my Arabic continued to improve without Major Dickenson. I learned that he had fought against the British at the Battle of Tel-el-Kebir and that he had great respect for the men in redcoats as he put it. He corrected me when I called him a fellah and explained that I was calling him a peasant. He was a private. When I apologised, he told me that it was understandable as their officers all referred to them in that way. It made sense as no one ever spoke to a common soldier. When we had prisoners then they were officers. He said that officers and the British were called effendi. That first hour as I smoked my pipe and chatted to my servant the many gaps in my knowledge were filled in. I learned that there was a huge armed British and Egyptian camp close to Suez. It explained why we had landed at Alexandria. Most of the British regiments that would be fighting had returned from India and it cut the time that we would be reinforced. Only the new officers for the Egyptian Army came through Alexandria although I knew, from what Malik told me, that if we went south to take on the Mahdi and his Dervishes then we would have to return to Alexandria. Suez was where we would train the men. 
 
    Before speaking to Malik I had no idea of the way the Egyptian army operated. I learned that it was through conscription. All the servants were not conscripts. They were the equivalent of British corporals and Malik was a full-time soldier. He had a wife and family in a village in the Nile valley where they farmed. They had a good living for, by Egyptian standards, Malik was well paid. 
 
    When Joe and Harry joined me, we learned that each of us had been assigned to a different battalion. General Hicks, Pasha Hicks as Malik called him, was spreading his redcoats thinly.  
 
    Harry shook his head and grinned, “I like Major Hall. The officers barged in and demanded to be attended to first. The Major said, ‘First come, first served.’ We are to march to the railway station when all the sergeants have been processed.” 
 
    Joe nodded, “That means we will be first on the train.” 
 
    Harry warned, “Don’t expect the best seats. The first class will be officers and we will be in cattle class, as usual.” 
 
    He was proved right. We marched to the railway station where an officer directed us to what were the third-class carriages. It was as we headed past the engine that I was accosted, “Sergeant Roberts, is that you?” 
 
    I turned, “Captain Jennings, yes sir. I am temporarily assigned to the Egyptian Army to help to train them. I am Sergeant Major Roberts now.” 
 
    “Good fellow.” 
 
    “So you are still running the railways then, sir?” 
 
    He patted the locomotive, “Lovely engines these. They just needed a little bit of love and attention. That is what we have been doing since we last saw you. The torn-up lines were easy to repair but the engines had not been maintained. My lads enjoy repairing and then running them.”  
 
    I was hailed by Ned and Matthew, two of the sergeants. They were in the cab of the locomotive. “Until you spoke, sergeant, I would not have recognised you. You can’t hide your flat vowels. Are we taking you to Suez then?” 
 
    “Yes, you are and we are in third class so mind how you drive.” 
 
    “It will be smoother than a baby’s bottom.” 
 
    “Come on Jack, we want good seats.” 
 
    “See you lads, later.” 
 
    “Sarge, I would use a toilet before you go.” He pointed at a fly-covered hut. It was the toilet. 
 
    “Thanks for the advice.”  
 
    We needn’t have worried about having good seats. Malik appeared to be some sort of senior servant and he had put my bag in the luggage rack and the three of us had a whole carriage to ourselves. There was no corridor on the train and Malik said, “Sergeant Major, it is a long journey and you may need refreshment.” 
 
    I nodded and took out some coins, “Here, get what you can for this and make sure there is some for you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “There is no need, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, “If you don’t eat then I don’t. They are my rules. Like it or lump it.” 
 
    I said the last part in English as I didn’t know the Arabic. He frowned and then nodded, “I will do as you command, effendi.” 
 
    Joe and Harry gave similar orders and we settled on the wooden seats. I stood and opened my kit bag. I took out my greatcoat and blanket. “These will make it a little softer.” The alternative for the long train ride was an uncomfortable-looking wooden bench. 
 
    That done we went to test the facilities. The toilet was a bucket and it stank. We just made water whilst holding our breath. Anything else would have to wait until we reached our new camp. As we walked back to our compartment Joe pointed to the head of the train. “I am not sure the officers will be happy. There is only one first-class carriage. They will be cosy!” We laughed. 
 
    By the time the officers had passed by, heading for first class, Malik and the others had arrived back. They had a dixie of tea and a selection of cheeses, bread, figs and dates. He looked worried as he said, “It was all they had, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “You did well, now settle yourselves down and make yourself comfy.” 
 
    We heard a furore and we looked down the platform. Three of the officers were complaining to Captain Jennings that they did not have enough room. I saw him shake his head and shrug. They would have to endure cramped conditions. Had I been an officer I would have sought second class as there were empty compartments. None of them did and that told me much about the calibre of the men who would be leading us. 
 
    The train soon pulled out and it took us from the stink of the latrine. We opened the windows to allow cooler air to blow through the compartment. The servants did not seem bothered by the heat but we were. I understood, from past experience, that I would get used to it and the new uniform helped but I knew that the journey would have to be endured rather than enjoyed. The three of us had chatted on the ship and knew all that there was about each other. We talked, instead, in halting Arabic, to Malik and the other servants about the battalions and the officers. It was illuminating and helped us to improve our Arabic. Two hours into the journey we had a water stop for the engine. If this had been England then we might have been tempted to walk outside. The sun was almost at its zenith and we stayed inside. We drank some of the cold tea and ate. We insisted that the servants ate and drank too. They were uncomfortable with the order but I knew I would not have enjoyed the tea and food if they had not eaten and drunk too. It was a relief when we pulled out again and the air moved through the windows. The journey was more than two hundred miles and by the time we arrived in Suez I was hot and I was sweaty. One thing we had learned was that the army had good Quarter Masters’ Stores and the three of us determined to get spare uniforms as soon as possible. I intended to wash my uniform each day. We had only travelled in a railway carriage but the white uniform already looked grubby and was flecked with soot from the engine. 
 
    I could not help smiling when I saw the officers descend. Being cramped and cooped they were even sweatier and dirtier than we were. Malik and the other servants hefted our kitbags on their shoulders and lined up behind us. Harry shouted, “Attention!” and we all stood to attention. Each of us had our rifles slung over our right shoulders. He had seen what we had not, the general striding down the platform. The officers had not seen him and the clutch of officers with him. They were busy complaining to Matthew and Ned our engine driver and fireman. I saw them shrug although I did not hear the words. 
 
    The general looked up at them as he stopped before us, “I am guessing that you are the sergeants and sergeant majors?” 
 
    We all chorused, as one, “Sir, yes sir.” 
 
    He turned to an aide, “Find out where they should be and send them to their camps.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Your work begins tomorrow gentlemen.” He turned to the officers, “The rest of you come with me and we will see what the officers are complaining about.” 
 
    I liked General Hicks. He had been an Indian Army officer who had retired and had been brought out of retirement to give the Egyptian Army some sort of shake-up. He had forgotten more about soldiering than any of the officers who were still moaning would ever learn. 
 
    The camp was not far from the railway station and that made sense. The aide pointed out the sergeant’s mess first. He had obviously done this before and knew the routine. Then the latrines were identified and, that done he took us, one by one to the camp of each of our battalions. I was the fourth one to be dropped off. We did not bother with farewells. We would be seeing each other at mealtimes and my work began now. As the senior non-commissioned officer I had a tent to myself and not just any tent but one that had a footlocker, a camp bed as well as a small folding table and camp chair. There was even an outer tent. In England, it would have been to keep the tent drier but here it was to keep it cooler. 
 
    Malik gave me my first lesson in having a servant. He began to unpack my kitbag even while I was still examining the interior. When I tried to stop him, he said, “It is my job, Sergeant Major and I am proud to do it. Do not take that away from me, I beg you.” 
 
    I respected his wishes and sat to smoke a pipe. When he came to the disassembled Martini-Henry he stopped and I smiled, “I think, Malik, that this is where I take over. Lay it out on the bed and I can show you how to assemble the gun.” I nodded to the Remington, “It is far superior to that weapon.” 
 
    He watched as I quickly put the gun together. Back in Wales when I had first joined, I had been taught to do it so many times that I had once managed it while blindfolded. When it was ready, I handed it to my servant. 
 
    He nodded, “It is shorter and easier to hold.” 
 
    He handed it back. When he found the sword and the holstered pistol, I decided to be honest with him, “I took these from an Egyptian officer I killed in battle.” 
 
    He placed the sword in the footlocker and hung the holster from the camp chair, “What you will learn, Sergeant Major, is that most of the original officers are not even Egyptian. They are of Turkish descent and despised the men that they led. You have not offended me.” 
 
    Malik and I got on well. When that was done, I had him take me on a tour of the camp. Most of the men were being drilled but I wanted to look in their tents and see how tidy they were. Some were immaculate and would have met with the approval of Colour Sergeant Windridge but many were a mess. It was nothing major, in the scheme of things, but an untidy and disorganised tent often meant a disorganised soldier and that was dangerous. 
 
    Malik said, quietly, “Some of the men have no pride, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Then we shall have to give them some, eh?”  
 
    I went to the Quarter Master Stores and was relieved to find that there was not only an English Warrant Officer but also an armourer. Albert Prosser was an old soldier. The cropped white hair and veined hands told me that before he spoke. I snapped to attention and said, “Sergeant Major Roberts, Warrant Officer, just arrived from Alexandria.” 
 
    He nodded, “Aye, but you have served here before.” 
 
    “Natal, Warrant Officer, and I was in the campaign that led to the fall of Arabi Pasha.” 
 
    “Albert Prosser. I am glad that they have picked some men with experience rather than the ones who just come for the extra pay. What can I do you for?” 
 
    “The uniform, Warrant Officer, it…” 
 
    He shook his head, “What is your first name?” 
 
    “Jack.” 
 
    “Well, Jack, I have been in the army for forty years. By rights, I should either be pushing up daisies or growing roses but here I am in Africa. We are both roughly the same rank and I can’t be doing with this Sergeant Major here and Warrant Officer there. You are a soldier, I can see that. I am Albert.” He held out a hand and I shook it. His attitude was unusual but refreshing and I took a liking to the old man immediately. “Now I am guessing that you want a spare uniform so that you always look smart, am I right?” 
 
    “Yes…Albert.” 
 
    “It makes sense.” He turned to an Egyptian soldier. “Get a full set of kit for the Sergeant Major.” He spoke in English and I raised my eyebrows. “I am too old to learn the language, Jack. Ahmed is a bright lad and he has picked up the English.” He nodded to the armourer who was working on a Gatling gun. “This is Will, he is the armourer.” 
 
    The man looked up and nodded, “Pleased to meet you.” He then went back to his gun. 
 
    Albert chuckled, “His parents named him Warrington Wilberforce Wilson. Some folks are cruel, eh? He answers to Will.” 
 
    “What is your story, Albert, I mean you said yourself you could be retired?” 
 
    He shrugged, “I stayed in too long. I enjoyed life and finished up as top sergeant. All my mates were either dead or had left the army. What was I to do when it came time to hand up my swagger stick? I should have got out sooner. I might have had a family. It might be nice to have grandkids listening to me telling tall tales about the Northwest frontier. No, when the chance of this job came I jumped at it. England is too cold for me. I have served all over the world. When I was a younger man, in the Crimea, it didn’t bother me that much but now my bones are full of arthritis and I like the heat.” 
 
    I nodded, “You get plenty of that here.” 
 
    “Aye, you are right.” 
 
    “What do I need to know about the battalion?” 
 
    “Best you find out for yourself. You are the one who will have to mould them into soldiers. What I will say is that there are some good lads in this camp and some who I wouldn’t trust further than I could throw them. Make no mistake, Jack, it is not the officers who are in charge here it is the sergeants that Hicks Pasha has put in place. The old general knows his stuff. I served with him in India. The officers, well,” he leaned over to speak conspiratorially, “they want the pips on their shoulders and the chance to shine so that they can get further promotions and return to England. You keep yourself and your lads safe.” 
 
    Ahmed returned and Malik took the pile. “Is there any chance of some .303 ammo?” The armourer looked up and Albert took the pipe from his mouth. “I brought the rifle I am familiar with. I like the Martini-Henry. It served me well at Rorke’s Drift.” For the first time, I saw surprise on Albert’s face. He looked at my chest with the medal ribbons. I shook my head, “I wasn’t one of those that were given the Victoria Cross. I was like the rest, just happy to be alive.” 
 
    The armourer stood and lifted a small box from the floor. “Here, Jack, it will save me having to load these into a magazine for the Gatling. Just keep them out of sight, eh?” He put them on the table and then saluted, “You lads did well in Natal.” 
 
    Real soldiers knew what we had done. The stories that had come back to England and been spread in the messes and on the parade grounds were the reality and not the glory paraded on the front of newspapers. I picked up the box, “Thanks, to both of you.” 
 
    I left feeling that I had two more friends. I was not as alone as I had been. I also thought about Albert, Trooper and Captain Philips. All three had dedicated their lives to the army. Only Captain Philips appeared to have taken the opportunities that retirement offered. It was a lesson that stayed in my head. 
 
    Malik had not understood much of the conversation as it had been in English. He asked, “Why did they give you bullets, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “Because I asked for them and… well Malik, in our army there is a sort of unspoken bond between soldiers.” 
 
    He beamed, “And in our army too. Those of us who fought against you and survived share memories.” 
 
    “Don’t you hate us?” 
 
    “I should but we now serve the new Khedive and he trusts your general and your Queen. Life is better now for me but I am sad for my friends who died.” It took all the way from the QM to understand all that Malik said. He used many words that Major Dickenson had not taught me. I was patient and asked for explanations. Malik was also patient. My Arabic would improve and I knew that would help me to make my battalion into a fighting force. 
 
    When the bugle sounded for mess then I was ready. I dismissed Malik, telling him that I would not need him anymore. He looked hurt and asked me if I did not need help undressing. I realised that it would take some adjustments to be used to having a servant. I did not change into my new uniform, I would do that the next day. I looked as grubby and grimy as the rest as I entered the sergeants’ mess. I made for Harry and Joe. We were served our food and, again, it was hard to get used to being waited on.  
 
    “Have you met your officers yet?” 
 
    “No, Joe, you?” He shook his head as did Harry. “I didn’t see any when I was touring the camp.” 
 
    Harry leaned forward and said, “I heard a commotion in the officer’s mess. I am guessing they were being welcomed.” 
 
    The soup we had been served was good although the meat base was hard to identify. I sipped the soup and said, “We have our work cut out here, lads. From what I have learned we are the ones who will have to train these lads; looking in their tents they are a mixed bunch.” 
 
    Harry grinned as he noisily slurped the soup, “Well you know what they say, don’t volunteer if you can’t take a joke.”  
 
    We shared what we had learned. There were eight battalions in the camp. There were another two camps. The Scottish NCOs had been sent to the one made up of Sudanese conscripts. Malik had been scathing about their quality or lack of it. 
 
    Joe sat back as the mess orderlies took our bowls, “I reckon a good three months and we will have them whipped into shape.” 
 
    The rest of the meal was a good one and we wandered around the camp in the dark, our pipes keeping away most of the wildlife. We did not stay out late. Some of the new arrivals had found some beer and were drinking in the sergeants’ mess. We three knew we would need to be up early. 
 
    When I reached my tent, I saw that Malik had laid out my new uniform and polished the boots and leather belts until they gleamed. I fastened the two tent flaps and undressed. Malik could wash my original uniform in the morning. I said my usual prayers. Each time I said them they grew longer but they were a comfort as I felt closer to, not only my family but Annie. Her face came to me each night in my dreams. I enjoyed my sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I had trained my body so that I was up an hour before reveille. When I undid the flap, after dressing, Malik awaited me. “Good morning, Sergeant Major, and what are your orders for the day?” 
 
    “Do the dhobying and then take the Remington. Go to the practice range.” 
 
    “Me, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “You are a soldier, aren’t you? When we go to war you will carry the Remington. If we fight then I want you to be able to defend yourself. Oh, and put an edge on the sword, too.” 
 
    When I was satisfied with my appearance, I took my swagger stick and headed for the mess. I had almost reached it when reveille sounded. Joe and Harry were not far behind me. We were the first ones in. What I realised was that as this was an Egyptian camp there would be neither bacon nor sausages. There was a fry-up of sorts, fried eggs and the flatbreads from the previous day fried in oil. It was not the same as a breakfast cooked in lard and bacon fat. I opted for the porridge instead. 
 
    The previous night, when we had eaten, we newcomers had been aware of the scrutiny of the rest of the NCOs. They were all Egyptian or Turkish. That morning the three of us returned the scrutiny and I wondered what my NCOs would be like. There were eight companies, or so Albert had said. He had shaken his head and said, “Of course, that might be just a number so that someone can claim their rations but, in theory, you will have eight companies with a hundred and twenty or so men. There will be a sergeant and two corporals in each company. They are like the curate’s egg, Jack, good in parts.” 
 
    I hoped that Joe was right and that we would be given plenty of time to whip them into shape.  
 
    We finished first and headed for the parade ground. It was huge. Unlike an English parade ground, it was dusty and unpaved. The tramping of boots on its surface would make it a dustbowl. There was a recently erected dais on one side and we headed to it. The freshly sawn ends told us that it was new. I surmised that we would be introduced to the men together. The other five sergeant majors arrived. We knew each other, of course, but it was natural for men to form friendships. We nodded to each other and made the usual comments about the food and the camp.  
 
    Sergeant Major Dixon, a huge ex-guardsman, said, “Watch out. Here comes the brass.” 
 
    I recognised General Hicks and with him were the rest of the officers. The colonels all had the tanned faces of men who had been in the sun for some time. Albert had told me that they were all ex-Indian army. Half of the rest were the ones who had come over with us while the other half had the tanned faces of men who had been here for more than six months. Then there were the ones below the rank of major. They were all either Turkish or Egyptian. It was as they approached that my heart sank. I recognised one of them. It was the former Lieutenant Harding-Smythe. He was now a major. If I had to serve under him…I put that unpleasant thought from my mind. The odds were seven to one that I would not. I was not a gambling man but as I waited, I prayed that the odds were in my favour. 
 
    I kept my head down but reasoned that it was some years since he had seen me and might not recognise me, especially now that I was tanned and wearing a different uniform. 
 
    The officers neared the dais and I heard the bugle sound the call for parade. Had this been England, all of us would have known what to expect but this was Egypt. General Hicks, however, was an eminently practical man and he climbed onto the dais. “Gentlemen, those who are new to the Egyptian Army, form two ranks before me, officers to my right and NCOs to my left.” 
 
    As there were only eight of us, we were well outnumbered by the officers who made three ranks. 
 
    “Normally we would hold this meeting in the mess hall but I am afraid we do not have time for that. We need to move quickly. I know this is all new to you but you will have to think on your feet. The regiment will be leaving this camp in two weeks. We will join General Graham when he advances towards Khartoum to secure the road for the relief force now being assembled in India and England. It has been decided to rescue General Gordon and those in the beleaguered city of Khartoum.” 
 
    Two weeks was a ridiculously short time and I feared that this advance might end in disaster. 
 
    “Now, you know which battalion you are assigned to and rather than me reading out a list of names I would like you to arrange yourselves in battalion order and look lively for the men are arriving.” 
 
    I smiled for the others, like me, had already stood in battalion order as had the colonels and the officers who had been here for some time. The pale officers shuffled somewhat awkwardly into line.  
 
    The general smiled, “Colonels, lead your officers and sergeants off and stand before your battalions.” 
 
    Unlike Harry and Joe, I had one officer I did not want to go with me. The colonel of my battalion nodded to me, “You must be Sergeant Major Roberts. I have heard good things about you. Come with me.” 
 
    As he led us off, I saw that my nemesis was in another battalion, number five battalion. That meant that neither Harry nor Joe would have to endure him. It was Sergeant Major Dixon who would have to deal with him. 
 
    As we walked the colonel said, “I introduced myself to the officers in the mess last night. I know I should have sought you out but…” his voice tailed off lamely. He could not think of a reasonable explanation. “I am Colonel Bellamy. My adjutant is Major Hodgkin. The other new officer is Major Carruthers.” I recognised the officer who had arrived with a servant and looked to be about fourteen. He had grown a moustache on the ship in an attempt to look older. It did not work. “The rest of the officers are all either Turkish or Egyptian. They are all good fellows.” It was only then that I realised that he had been speaking English the whole time. “Roberts, you will stand next to me, eh? Senior NCO and senior officer, what?” 
 
    I surveyed the men and the NCOs as we faced them. The officers I ignored. The ones I would command were before me. 
 
    Sergeant Major Dixon shouted, “Parade, attention!” I guessed the general, who was just behind the ex-guardsman had given him the order. He looked to be the sort of NCO who could be heard a mile away. 
 
    The majority of the battalion snapped to attention as one. There were half a dozen or so who were a heartbeat tardy. I did not look for them but, instead, looked at the corporals and sergeants whose eyes identified that the men were in their sections. 
 
    General Hicks spoke in Arabic. I realised that he would have been used to speaking languages other than English during his time in India. “Men of the Egyptian Army, the Mahdist rebels are causing great damage to our country and we will soon be leaving to defeat them. That means hard work. You have new officers here with you today and they will drill you and train you until you are ready to fight the rebel rabble.” I did not understand the word for rabble but I was learning to work out the meaning of unknown words. He changed to English. “Colonels, take command. There will be an officer’s meeting immediately after the parade.” 
 
    That meant I would be alone with my battalion. I had already worked out that there were just six hundred men in the battalion. It was under strength. 
 
    The colonel said, “I had hoped we would spend the morning with you and the battalion but obviously the general has other ideas. What do you intend, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    I looked to the east. There was desert there but the canal was close enough for some breeze. “We need to drill the men sir until they react without thinking. I would have liked to give them some tests of endurance but we do not have enough time. This morning I will drill them and then, this afternoon, take them to the firing range. We need to see how well they use their weapons.” All my words had invited comment from the officer who should have known the answers. There were none and it told me that the officers did not know the men. 
 
    “Very well, we shall join you in the firing range this afternoon if the meeting is finished.” 
 
    “Sir.” He strode off and I said, “Bugler.” 
 
    The battalion bugler hurried over to me, “Effendi?” 
 
    “Sergeant Major, if you please. The officers have gone. Sound officers’ call.” The bugle sounded and the sergeants and corporals hurried smartly over. It was a good sign. I left the men at attention. I was grateful for Major Dickenson’s and Malik’s lessons for I was comfortable as I spoke to them all in Arabic. In my head, I had already practised the words. “We have a tough job. We have two weeks to make this battalion a fighting unit. I don’t know your names yet but I will get to know them. I am Sergeant Major Roberts and you should know that I fought against the rebel army of Arabi Pasha.” I saw some of the eyes widen. “That is in the past and we are one now. This morning we drill. We all know that there are some sloppy soldiers in this battalion but there are already too few for us to be able to get rid of them. We make them good soldiers. At the moment we are just a number. I do not like that. I like an identity. For now, I will use numbers but I will be watching. Now, we will march further east where there is space and we will drill until it is time for food. Then we will march back to camp. I want the other battalions to see that this one is the best. Now rejoin your men. Bugler, you stay by me.” When they left, I asked, “What is your name?” 
 
    “Bugler Bey, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Right, Bugler Bey, today you will be my shadow. You are going to teach me the names of all the corporals and sergeants in the battalion.” I waited until the companies were formed up and then shouted, “Battalion, right face.” This time I did identify the ones who were slow. “Forward march!” 
 
    I took longer strides so that I began to overtake the companies. Already the heat from the sun was becoming unbearable. By the time we had finished, I would need a clean uniform. The place I had chosen was half a mile away. Behind me, I heard the others shouting at their battalions. I smiled for it would be confusing. My decision to have a longer march would give us a little privacy. As we march and passed companies, I asked the bugler for the names of the sergeants and corporals. By the time we reached the open piece of desert, I had most of them. 
 
    I knew that I had to be patient and that morning tested my patience to the limit. The drilling with the weapons and marching in companies became more rather than less ragged. I worked out which men needed to be barked at and gave them a tongue-lashing. Malik had taught me some choice words and I used them. The Arab way of insults was to compare men with animals. I worked out that I needed competition and so I had one company drill while the others stood at ease. Having the eyes of their peers on them worked and the drills became better and smarter. The standing at ease also gave the other companies rest. I took out my pocket watch when my stomach told me that it was time to be refilled. We had half an hour to get back to the mess tents. 
 
    As we marched back, I noticed that the ones who had been sloppy as we marched east were less so on the way west. It was a little thing but a sign of hope. I had also worked out who the best sergeant was. Malik had told me that the senior sergeant was Sergeant Mahmoud ibn Mohammed. I marched next to him and spoke on the way back. 
 
    “We have much work to do, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I know, Sergeant Major, but the men are good at heart. They just need to be led.” I glanced at him. I knew he meant the officers and he was right but it did not do to criticise officers. “I was at Kassassin, Sergeant Major. I know that your British regiments have more discipline. I hope that you can give it to us.” 
 
    I nodded, “This afternoon we will have them at the firing range. How many bullets can they fire in a minute?” 
 
    “On a good day without men firing at them then perhaps five or six.” 
 
    “That is not good enough. I can see we have our work cut out. When we eat this evening, I would be honoured if you and the other sergeants would sit with me.” 
 
    “But Sergeant Major, the British usually sit together.” 
 
    “As the general said, we are all in this together. I can talk to my friends after we have eaten.” 
 
    Having the furthest distance to march meant we were the last to arrive. There was, however, plenty of food. I sat and ate with my sergeants. I spoke little and listened more. I was happy with their attitude. There was neither moaning nor complaining. They seemed to get on and that was a good thing. I learned that all of them had fought at Tel-el-Kebir. Many had enjoyed promotion after that battle and when they were reformed under the new Khedive. Most of the men were conscripts and had not seen action. 
 
    Sergeant ibn Mohammed asked, “Sergeant Major, what brings you here to Egypt?” I did not answer straight away and he said, “I am sorry if my question offends you.” 
 
    “It does not. I suppose that I saw it as a chance to command. I have had some good teachers since I joined the army and I saw this as a chance to compare myself.” I stood, “Right, I will go and get my rifle and join you at the firing range. I leave you in command, Mahmoud.” 
 
    I deliberately used his given name as opposed to his rank and I saw that the gesture worked. 
 
    At my tent, I saw my uniform drying. Malik ran over, “How did it go, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “Well. I need you this afternoon. Did you manage to fire the Remington?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Good.” I strapped on my holster and pistol and picked up the Martini-Henry. I made sure I had plenty of ammo in my valise and then said, “You bring the Remington.” 
 
    I found the firing range on my tour. If another battalion was there then there might be a problem but it was empty except for the men who maintained the range and hoisted the flags to warn that there was live firing. 
 
    I saw that it was the armourer who was on duty, “My battalion will be using the firing range this afternoon.” 
 
    He nodded, “There is a booking system but no one else has booked it. It is yours, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I took out the pistol, “Have you any ammo for this weapon?”  
 
    He picked it up, “A Webley, aye, we have. I will get you a box. What is a sergeant doing with an officer’s pistol?” 
 
    “Spoils of war, my friend, spoils of war.” 
 
    While I awaited the regiment, I took the opportunity of firing the pistol. It took a few shots to get used to the kick but, at close range, it proved to be accurate. Its six bullets might be the difference between life and death in a closely fought battle. 
 
    The battalion arrived and I selected Mahmoud’s company, A Company, first. I left it to the sergeant to organise his men. he looked at me. “I want five smart volleys.” Warrant Officer Warrington Wilberforce Wilson had placed a marker one hundred yards from the firing line. The sergeant gave the command and the guns were raised, fired and lowered five times. I saw his frown as the volleys became more and more ragged. When they had finished, I stepped before the battalion. As I did so I saw the colonel and the officers striding over. 
 
    Sergeant ibn Mohammed shook his head, “That was not good enough, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I nodded, “Let us say that is the start of our journey. Malik.” My servant handed me the Remington and I gave him the Martini-Henry. “Sergeant, when I begin to fire, I want you to count out loud.” 
 
    The Remington was an unfamiliar weapon to me but I had to use it rather than the Martini-Henry. I had the bullets to hand for my valise was open. I chambered a round and raised the rifle. It was longer than the one I was used to and I adjusted my grip. Unlike the company who had just fired I had a target. The piece of wood was one hundred yards from me. There was silence all around me and I was aware that the officers were also watching. I was challenging myself. Was I good enough to be a Sergeant Major?  
 
    I squeezed the trigger and heard the sergeant intone, “One, two, three.” 
 
    I was soon in the rhythm and I chambered and fired. In my mind, I was seeing a sea of Zulus coming towards me and knowing that if I slowed then I might die. 
 
    “Fifty-nine, sixty.” 
 
    I stopped firing. The armourer shook his head and pointed at the shredded target, “Impressive, Sergeant Major, with a rifle you don’t know, but you have made a mess of my target. Corporal, stick another one up, eh?” 
 
    I looked at the ground and saw fourteen shell casings. I handed the Remington to Malik. “So, that is what you can do in one minute. “B Company, your turn.” 
 
    I stepped to the side and B Company lined up. As they did so the officers joined me. The young officer, Major Carruthers said, “Sergeant Major, how did you do that?” 
 
    “A great deal of practice, sir.” 
 
    Major Hodgkin said, “Major Carruthers, Sergeant Major Roberts is one of the heroes from Rorke’s Drift.” 
 
    I saw his mouth drop open. Colonel Bellamy nodded to the rear of the firing range, “A word, Sergeant Major.” I followed him and we stood in the shade of the armourer’s hut. “From now on, Sergeant Major, my officers will be with their companies. All these meetings with the general, whilst informative, do nothing for the battalion. We need the battalion to be as one. To have an esprit de corps.” 
 
    I nodded, “I agree, sir. May I offer a suggestion, sir?” 
 
    “Of course. You and I have to be of one mind.” 
 
    “Might I suggest a name for the battalion?” 
 
    He frowned, “A name?” 
 
    “Yes sir, something to shout and help them to rally. Number 3 Battalion sounds like all the other battalions. In the heat of battle, how will that make them rally?” 
 
    He nodded and lit his pipe, “You may have something there. Go on.” 
 
    “The biggest insult you can give to these chaps is to call them an animal, dog, snake, crocodile and the like but the one animal they all admire is the lion. We shall be fighting further south anyway why not call them the Lions of the Desert?” 
 
    “You know I like that.” He smiled at me, “If you don’t mind, Sergeant Major, I will suggest that as my idea.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    We returned to the firing range. My demonstration and the natural competitiveness of the sergeants meant that every company improved dramatically. Of course, the Warrant Officer was not happy about the expenditure of ammunition but the colonel and I thought it was a small price to pay. 
 
    The colonel gathered the companies around him and spoke to them much as a father would. I realised at that moment that Colonel Bellamy had skills. He reminded me of Captain Philips. “You have all done well today but it is just the start. I have decided that we will no longer be Number Three battalion. That makes us sound like the rest of this army and we are going to be something special. From this moment forward we will be the Lions of the Desert.”  
 
    Strictly speaking, the reaction of the battalion might have been deemed a breach of discipline for they all cheered and whooped but the smile on the colonel’s face told me that he was pleased. We had a name and from that moment on the battalion marched with a spring in its step. They were the Lions of the Desert and even if other battalions emulated us, they would never have such a good name. We had stolen a march on them all. 
 
    That evening after we had eaten, the English sergeants gathered together. Just as I had done, they had sat with their own battalions. We were all experienced non-coms and it made sense to us all. As we walked around the camp, smoking, we shared our experiences. It was Sergeant Major Dixon who had the biggest complaint. The ex-guardsman had met Major Harding-Smythe and in the short time they had been in each other’s company John Dixon had discovered that he did not like the man. “He is everything I despise in an officer. He is still wet behind the ears and has yet to hear a shot fired in anger yet he lords it over everyone. He has connections at Horse Guards and it shows.” 
 
    Harry said, “That is what Jack said. Tell them how you met him, Jack.” 
 
    I would not have brought it up but now I had to. I told them of the story and how I had been forced to leave my regiment. Dixon nodded, “Aye, that is about right.” 
 
    Joe asked, “But what about the soldiers? Are they up to muster?” 
 
    Harry shook his head, “Even if they are not then we have less than two weeks to make them so. We will be marching with British soldiers but you can bet that the Dervishes will see us as an easy target. Jack, you were the only one to use the firing range today, what do you think?” 
 
    “They fire too slowly. By the end of the afternoon, they were better but I have fought against them and know that a British regiment would be able to fire three volleys to every one of theirs.” 
 
    Sergeant Major Dixon said, “Right, let us decide on a rota. We take it in turns so that every three or four days we have a session on the firing range.” 
 
    “And don’t forget bayonet practice and forming a square.” They all looked at me, “It stands to reason that we will be using the square more often than not. The Dervishes have camels and horses. A rank of bayonets can hold them off but the other ranks need to keep up a rapid rate of fire.” 
 
    “That is it then, firing, using the bayonets and forming a square.” He nodded, “I will go and report to General Hicks.” He allowed a rare smile, “Because I was a guard, he seems to think I should be the top sergeant.” His eyes dared us to object but none did. None of us wanted an extra responsibility. We had enough as it was. 
 
    As we had enjoyed the firing range, we had two days of using bayonets and then forming a square. It soon became clear that the Egyptians had problems not only forming a square but marching in a square. If we moved across the desert then we would have to do so in a square. By the time it was our turn on the firing range we had improved dramatically. John Dixon had spoken to the general and three days before we were to leave, we had the monumental task of forming a square made up of eight battalions. Although it took a whole day, we managed it. We really needed to perform that same manoeuvre a dozen times but we had just the one attempt and it would have to do. We prepared to take the train to Alexandria where we would be loaded on boats and head down the Nile. 
 
    We had suffered desertions already but the night before we were to march to the railway station some battalions lost up to twenty men. The Lions lost just two and they were the worst soldiers in the battalion. The result was that we boarded trains more than two hundred men shy of the number we had trained. General Hicks was not a happy man. It was not the best way to go to war. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    We left Cairo and boarded a mixture of vessels, mainly whale boats, to take us down the Nile. The cataracts meant that we would still have some marching to do but the bulk of the journey would be by water. The boats and ships took, generally, one company. The colonel and his staff, along with me, travelled with the smallest company, Company G. They had fewer men to start with and it was their company who had suffered the desertions. Sergeant Ahmed Sayyid was not the best sergeant. Mahmoud had tried his best with him but he had been over-promoted and was not a natural leader. 
 
    The colonel had allowed me to wear the holster and as we headed down the Nile I said, “Colonel, the one thing we have not had the chance to practise is firing at enemies.” 
 
    He nodded, “I know but that is almost impossible to actually practise anyway Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    I patted my holster, “What I mean, sir, is will the officers be able to use their weapons judiciously? When it is close quarters, then a pistol can do serious damage.” 
 
    He nodded, “An omission on my part, Roberts, I will speak to them when we land. Keep coming up with these ideas, Roberts. You are an asset that I will try to use.” He also confided, “We shall not be going the whole way by boat. We and a column of British soldiers will land close to Korti and we will cut the large loop out of the river. It will be one hundred miles and will test the battalion.” 
 
    As I digested that information I took in the full implications. We would be isolated and the mounted Dervish could pick us off at will. We would have to march through the inhospitable desert. It would not be an easy task. 
 
    The one advantage of the river was the breeze afforded by the river but the insects were in even greater numbers. It was the British officers who suffered more than the Egyptians. It was not that they were immune but they seemed to be able to endure it better. I learned that we were in a race to get to Khartoum before it fell. The politicians had prevaricated, as usual, and left it almost too late. The one advantage of their dallying was that we were moving in December when it was the coolest that it would be. When we landed on the west bank of the Nile, at Korti, it was hard to see how any sense could be made of the confusion. There were heavy guns to be moved as well as Gatling and Gardner guns. The camel regiment we had travelled with was now an operative unit and had to disembark camels with whom they were unfamiliar. The 19th Hussars were our cavalry but they were riding horses and we also had naval detachments with their guns. The Egyptian element consisted of our eight battalions. Whilst we were the largest single unit, I knew that we were, probably the weakest, if only because we had not yet been under fire and that was the true test of any warriors. 
 
    General Graham would push on down the river. It led directly to Khartoum but the cataracts meant that the journey would take much longer as the boats would have to be unloaded, carried overland, refloated and reloaded. The desert column was General Gordon’s hope. If we could get close to Khartoum then the defenders might be able to hold on a little longer. 
 
    It soon became clear that General Stewart was also lacking confidence in General Hicks’ army. We were relegated to guarding the left flank of the main British column. We outnumbered them but they would travel faster having the luxury of camels and horses to use as a screen. Further humiliation was heaped upon us as we had to help unload the whaleboats and leave two battalions to guard the boats and ships. It meant our six battalions marched towards Khartoum two days after the main column.  
 
    General Hicks decided that as the Dervish element of the Mahdist army was the most dangerous, we would move across the desert in a square. The one practice we had enjoyed was not enough. It was Sergeant Major Dixon’s company which was given the honour of spearheading the square while the Lions of the Desert had what I considered the hardest duty, we were the rear of the square and if attacked we would have to turn through one hundred and eighty degrees to face the enemy. We had with us non-combatants whose task it was to lead the draught animals carrying the tents and the food and they, along with our servants were in the centre of the huge square. We had more than a hundred miles to march. Malik had managed to acquire another four canteens for I knew that water would be crucial. I had hoped for water skins but they were like gold dust. General Hicks was also in the centre of the giant square, his staff officers were with him. Our officers were also mounted. With a keffiyeh around my neck and my face and hands oiled I was as protected as much as I could be from the sun. I missed my helmet and I could not get used to the fez. The first night we camped and I had the men gather as much material as they could to make a barrier around us. Each battalion would be responsible for its own section of the square and I detailed the companies who would have that duty. I had half a company do the first watch and the second half the later watch. I did not know how many days it would take us to reach Khartoum but I reasoned we would all have one duty. As the senior NCO, I did at least two hours on the first night. In that, I was copying Colour Sergeant Bourne who seemed to be awake the whole time during the Battle of Rorke’s Drift. 
 
    It took ten days of marching to get almost halfway across the desert. The heat and the slowness of marching in a square hampered us. It was getting close to the middle of January when we heard firing from the southwest. It had to be the main column commanded by General Stewart. As soon as we heard the firing then my battalion was ordered to about turn. I was impressed by the speed with which the Lions managed the feat. I ordered them to fix bayonets. Malik brought me my Martini-Henry. He would place himself close to the animals and use the Remington. A square of infantry was the best defence against cavalry but it could be broken and a square that lost cohesion risked being massacred. I had the men in three ranks with the front rank kneeling. It presented a triple wall of bayonets to face the enemy. 
 
    The gunfire did not last as long as I had expected and after an hour, we were ordered to continue our march. Despite the extra weight I did not tell my men to remove their bayonets. Whilst it was unlikely that the British manned column would have been defeated, Isandlwana had shown me that it was possible. The thundering of hooves and the dust cloud in the distance told me that we were going to be attacked. The general saw it too but the order took ten minutes to be given. As soon as it did, I had the Lions about face. 
 
    I did not wait for an order from Colonel Bellamy who was, in any case, busy speaking with the other colonels and General Hicks and I shouted the command, “Front rank kneel. Chamber a round.” We had neither artillery nor machine guns. They were with the British column. When I saw the dust cloud grow closer, I began to worry for it suggested a horde of horse and camel men. 
 
    The colonel arrived and he and the other officers drew their pistols. They were on foot. The non-combatants had moved as close to the centre of the square as they could manage. “The battalion has fixed bayonets and their guns are loaded, sir.” 
 
    Major Hodgkin said, quietly, “For what we are about to receive…” 
 
    It was then that we saw the Dervishes. Most were on camels but at least a quarter of them were warriors on horses. It meant they had none of the men on foot armed with a wicked sword and shield. I had been told that they were very fierce and more dangerous than the camel riders. Sunlight glinted from the spearheads and lances carried by the riders.  
 
    “Steady lads. We are the Lions of the Desert and these Dervishes do not frighten us, do they?” 
 
    They chorused, loudly, “No, Sergeant Major!” 
 
    Colonel Bellamy said, “They have spirit, anyway.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Colonel, they will stand.” I was not sure about the other battalions. John, Harry and Joe had battalions that were almost the equal to mine but some of the others had inherited officers who were weak and Egyptian sergeants who were not of the highest standard. A square meant that you needed every part to be as strong as its neighbour. 
 
    General Hicks shouted, “Open fire when they are two hundred yards away.” 
 
    I was relieved. Although not all the bullets would hit it would give us the chance to fire more volleys and the smoke would make the Dervishes seem less frightening. 
 
    “Wait for the order. Mark your target.” I heard my sergeants repeating my orders so that it became a hum along the battalion. I stood close to the company I had the least faith in. Sergeant Mahmoud did not need me but Sergeant Sayyid did.  
 
    The Dervishes knew their business and they had spread out to encircle us and attack all four sides at the same time. They had done this before. The ones near us halted, well out of range of our rifles. Some of the other Dervishes were already attacking the opposite end of the square. The leader of this part of their army obviously intended to inspire his men. He was riding a huge camel and carrying a black flag rode up and down before them. He was four hundred paces away and I lifted my rifle. “Malik, your shoulder.” My servant came before me and I rested the barrel on his shoulder. He put his hands against his ears.  
 
    Major Hodgkin came over, “What are you doing, Roberts?” 
 
    “Just testing the range, sir.” I waited until the leader had stopped and raised the standard before I fired. I aimed at the camel. The rifle bucked and I saw a moment later, the flag fall and the Mahdist leader tumble from the back of the camel. It was a lucky shot but my rifle was a good one and the odds were on my side. The battalion cheered and Colonel Bellamy said, “Damned fine shot, Roberts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Malik. Return to your position.” 
 
    Grinning he turned and said, “One day I should like to learn to shoot like that.” 
 
    The effect of the shot was to unleash the Dervishes close to us. They screamed and thundered towards us. It would be like Lake Timsah all over again. The difference this time was that it was more than two thousand who charged at the Lions.  
 
    “Open fire!” 
 
    “Fire!” The words rippled down the line and I fired too. I found the action reassuring. Fire, eject, chamber, fire. It was almost hypnotic. There were bullets fired at us too as some of the riders had rifles and muskets. They were like buzzing insects. They could only fire once but a lucky bullet could find flesh. I saw that they had slings on their guns and simply dropped them to hang from their waists ready to be reloaded when they had the chance. As with Lake Timsah, we brought down not only riders but also camels and gaps appeared. That meant some bullets missed. The line of Dervishes came closer. 
 
    I knew that this would be when nerves failed, “Hold fast, Lions, and let us show these Dervishes our teeth.” 
 
    The Dervishes were fanatically brave. Even with bullets flying around them they came on, urging their mounts to get close to us.  
 
    “Bayonets!” We had practised this move and the front ranks, who had been kneeling, stood and stabbed with their bayonets as animals and riders came within reach. They struck camels and the screams and squeals of the wounded beasts were blood-curdling. The square was broken, not by men running but by camels falling into one corner. The animal crushed five men, two from Company F and three from Joe’s battalion. The other Dervishes saw their chance and before we could plug the gap another ten camels had burst into the square. I chambered a round and fired at the leading Dervish. I switched hands and drew my pistol. I emptied it at the others and then dropped my pistol to hang by its lanyard. I drove my bayonet up into the guts of a camel. Just then there was a roar and Malik led the rest of the servants to charge into the few survivors. Major Carruthers showed how much he had grown as he ran up, sword in hand and emptied his pistol at the camel riders who had survived. Before more men could exploit the damage, the gap was filled. 
 
    “Well done, sir.” 
 
    The young officer grinned, “Now I feel like a soldier.” 
 
    The near disaster had instilled courage into every soldier and bullets scythed through the Dervish ranks. The attack broke down. Men cheered as the Dervishes headed back to the south. There were many Dervishes lying wounded. Major Carruthers sheathed his sword and said, “Some of you fellows come and help me see to their wounded.” 
 
    Sergeant Mahmoud shook his head, “No, Sergeant Major, they are feigning injury.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to Major Carruthers, “Let me do this, Major.” 
 
    “Very well then.”  
 
    I reloaded my pistol and said, “Sergeant come along with me. Chamber a round.” We walked towards the nearest man who was lying half hidden by a dead camel. I still had my Martini-Henry and there was a bullet ready. Mindful of Mahmoud’s advice I moved warily and used the body of the camel as a barrier between me and the wounded man. Suddenly not only the wounded man but another three leapt to their feet. Mahmoud fired at the one near the camel and I shot a second. I dropped my rifle and pulled my pistol. I emptied it into the two other Dervishes. 
 
    The Major’s voice reflected his reaction to the treacherous attempt to kill us, “Thank you, sergeant, I think we will let them rot.” 
 
    “They are cunning men.” 
 
    Major Carruthers said, “Sorry about that Sergeant Major. I almost got you killed.” 
 
    Shaking my head I said, “Not today, Major.” 
 
    Colonel Bellamy had seen it all unfold and he shouted, “Lions, fire a round into all the bodies that are close to us.” As soon as we started to fire then bodies rose like Lazarus and tried to flee. None escaped our wrath. 
 
    Just before dark, a rider came in from the main column. He was a hussar. He reported to the general who had the officer’s call sounded. When the colonel returned it was with the news that the British column had been ambushed at a wadi called Abu Klea. I remembered seeing a map and knew it was close to the cataract where we would rendezvous with the boats. More than seventy men had been killed and eighty wounded but the Dervishes had lost more than a thousand men. We had also lost men but with just twenty men dead and thirty wounded our losses were lighter. The colonel surmised that the British column had been attacked by more men than we. 
 
    We camped in square. Our journey was cutting a loop of the Nile. For this part of the march, we were on the main caravan route and there were oases. The usual well-armed patrol was sent a couple of miles to the nearest oasis to fetch water and I sent a couple of men to hack some steaks from the camels and we added them to the stew we made. My sergeants and I, even Sayyid, were a lot closer now and as we stood around the fire that night, they asked me about the campaign. Malik had brought me a mug of tea and I was enjoying my first pipe of the day. 
 
    “Sergeant Major, do we push on? If General Stewart has lost men, then can we carry on?” 
 
    I nodded, “A good question, Sergeant.” I blew the smoke from my mouth, scattering a small swarm of insects that were approaching. “The general has not lost many men and the Dervishes lost more. We are also in good shape. No, I think we will push on. If we don’t relieve Khartoum then we will have lost Sudan.” I did not mention the loss of the general there and the garrison. I could not see the Dervishes taking prisoners. 
 
    Sergeant Mahmoud persisted, “I have travelled this part of Sudan before, Sergeant Major and we still have more to travel to reach Khartoum than the march we have made.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the boats on the Nile. They won’t be attacked.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I realised that I was clutching at straws. My sergeants were good chaps and they knew this land. Their doubts came not from a fear of the Dervishes but of the land. We were too few against too many and crossing a land that was as cruel as any enemy. I don’t think that any of us enjoyed a good night of sleep. 
 
    General Hicks made one decision and that was to close with the main column. We had heard the gunfire when General Stewart had been ambushed but they had been too far away to offer mutual protection. He sent one of the mounted officers to tell General Stewart of his decision and then we turned to march directly for the column. We were now accustomed to our position at the rear. We had learned to avoid stiff necks. Constantly turning was pointless. If we were attacked then the animals would warn us, for they always reacted to camels and we would hear the hooves. Men also had a sixth sense. We could see the dust raised by the British column and our attention was on that when the Dervishes rose from the pits they had dug and were upon the leading battalion before they even knew they had been ambushed. Then camels and their riders rose from the sand. They had hidden themselves and at that precise moment, we heard the thunder of hooves from behind as the trap was closed. 
 
    I barely managed the order, “About face,” when the wild-haired warriors holding the cross-handled swords and shields raced at us. “Fire at will.” 
 
    There was little point in ordering volley fire as they were upon us. I fired at point-blank range and the wild face of the Dervish disappeared in a mess of blood and bone. I transferred my rifle to my left hand and emptied my Webley at the Dervishes. All that I succeeded in doing was clearing the enemy from before me. Malik appeared and handed me the Remington. He took the Martini-Henry and loaded it for me. I fired at the nearest warrior and then took off my lanyard. “Here, Malik, load and fire this.” 
 
    I fired the Remington and dropped it. The Martini-Henry bucked in my hand and another enemy fell into the dust. Although we were killing more than they were we had lost men. I was proud of the Lions for they never faltered even though they were facing fearsome fighters whose weapons were better suited to this type of fighting. I slashed the bayonet across the side of the nearest warrior’s head and he fell. I heard the Webley fire and saw men fall. At this sort of range, Malik did not need to be a marksman.  
 
    When I fired at the Dervish who ran at me screaming, he was so close that his body almost touched the bayonet and the .303 went through his body, shattering his spine and hitting the warrior behind. In the distance, I heard the bugles as General Stewart and his men fought the same sort of battle as we did. The square was a fine defensive formation but if the Dervish used cunning, as they had, then they could undermine its cohesion. I heard a wail from the front of the square, “We are undone and the heathen are amongst us!” The Dervish had broken into the square.  
 
    The pressure on us lessened and I heard Colonel Bellamy’s voice, “Sergeant Major Roberts, take a section of men and go to the aid of Sergeant Major Dixon.” 
 
    “Mahmoud, number one section.” 
 
    Major Carruthers nodded, “I will take command here. Lions of the Desert, close ranks and remember we are the best battalion this day!” That it was in English did not matter for it was his tone that had the effect. The young man had grown into his officer’s pips. 
 
    I chambered a round as we ran. The sergeant major was isolated. Around him lay Dervish bodies but it was only a matter of time before the giant of a man was felled. He was trying to rally while he fought on. I saw that his white uniform was bloodied and much of if had to be his own.  
 
    “Come on, you fellows. Rally around your sergeant major.” My Arabic seemed to halt the flow of men away but when the two-handed sword struck John’s left shoulder he stumbled. The triumphant warrior raised his sword to give the coup de grace. Without aiming I fired from the hip and the bullet threw the Dervish away. “Lions, with me!” I stabbed at the nearest Dervish as I placed my body before Sergeant Major Dixon’s. 
 
    Mahmoud shouted, “Fire!” The small volley from his section cleared the enemy from before us. 
 
    “Rally! Rally!” The cry was not for my men but for the ones who had broken. It should have been shouted by an officer but none was close by. My words had an effect and some of the company formed up around me. As much as I wanted to tend to my comrade in arms, I had to plug the gap. I chambered a bullet and said, “Advance in two lines.” The ragged volley had created a space and I took advantage of it. We were able to move and form a diagonal line between the unbroken men. Mahmoud and my men formed the front rank. “Front rank kneel. Front rank fire!” We fired and I reloaded. “Rear rank fire.” We began to fire and reload in such a fashion that we cleared the Dervishes from the broken square. “Advance.” 
 
    The wall of enemy dead was a barrier behind which the shattered remains of the company John Dixon had tried to rally, could fight. “Sergeant, take command.” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant Major.” He turned to the broken company, “You men now have the honour to fight alongside the Lions of the Desert. Show us that you have courage.” 
 
    I chambered a bullet and ran back to Sergeant Major Dixon. He was alive and being tended to but I knew, as I saw his slashed and battered body that his days as a soldier were ended. I knelt next to him and his eyes opened as the medical orderlies staunched the bleeding.  “The bastard ran, Jack. The coward fled.” 
 
    “Who, John?” 
 
    “Your mate, Harding-Smythe. He ran and half the company went with him.” The effort proved too much and he fainted. 
 
    “Take good care of him, boys.” 
 
    “Yes, Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    Even as I stood to return to the corner of the square I saw Major Harding-Smythe. He was sheltering by the baggage in the centre of the square. He had taken refuge amongst the wounded. I had no time for him and hurried back to Sergeant Mahmoud. 
 
    “Fire!” His command sent another one hundred bullets at the Dervishes. They had endured enough and they fled but I saw that they had hurt us. There were more white uniformed bodies than I had seen up to now.  
 
    The bugle sounded the cease-fire and medical orderlies ran to tend to those wounded near the front of the square. One of the battalion’s Egyptian officers came over to me, “Thank you, Sergeant Major, you may return to your battalion. Your men are well-named.” 
 
    “Thank you, your men fought well.” 
 
    He could not help his eyes flicking to the baggage and I saw the contempt in them. “Not all, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    As I led my men back to the rear of the square, I deliberately took us close to the baggage. I had managed to avoid Major Harding-Smythe up to now and I was not even sure that he would recognise me but I marched the company so close to him that he was forced to look at me and I held his eyes. Suddenly recognition dawned. I said nothing but I would seek retribution for the hurts caused to Sergeant Major Dixon. 
 
    We stood to after the battle until the rider came in from the British column. They too had been ambushed and General Stewart and many men had died. It was a disaster and ended our attempt to spearhead the relief of Khartoum. General Hicks took the decision to march closer to the British soldiers for mutual protection. We reached them before dark and I saw the piles of bodies. That there were more Dervishes than British was small comfort. We made a camp, still in the square and ate cold rations. The officers were summoned to a meeting with General Hicks. It was a long meeting and I saw a Hussar leave the square to head for the Nile. 
 
    Colonel Bellamy came to see me when the meeting ended. “Bit of a shambles, Roberts. But for you, we might have been broken and that would have been a disaster for this army.” He leaned in and said, “We have heard that Khartoum has fallen.” 
 
    “General Gordon?” 
 
    “We don’t know but as we have lost a substantial number of men today, not to mention General Stewart we are heading directly back to the river.” 
 
    “Not going back the same way we came, sir?” 
 
    “No, we are taking the shortest route. We will have the protection of the main column at the river as well as water.” He shook his head, “We are going back to Egypt. We may not have lost but we failed and that is hard to live with. We have, however, proved that the Egyptian army is more than capable of holding its own. When you and the others have completed your commissions, you can, if you wish, return to your regiments. I hope that you will not but…” 
 
    “You will stay, sir?” 
 
    He nodded, “The Government failed today, not the army. We owe it to the memory of General Gordon to retake Khartoum. It will not be a swift campaign but we will do so. The general has recommended that you and Sergeant Major Dixon be decorated. In Sergeant Major Dixon’s case, it might give him something to reflect on back in England. He is to be invalided back there.” 
 
    We reached the boats safely. It seemed that we had hurt the Dervishes and that they had been desperate to stop us from relieving Khartoum. We had failed and so they licked their wounds. The Sudan was theirs. We boarded the boats but only after the wounded. 
 
    The wounded were transferred to whale boats when we reached the Nile and taken back to Cairo. I saw Sergeant Major Dixon before he was boarded. He was swathed in bandages but was awake, albeit dosed with morphine, and could speak. The general wanted me there so that the whole army could hear that we had each been awarded the DSO. Sergeant Mahmoud had also received the equivalent Egyptian reward, the Khedive Star. John’s last words to me were whispered in my ear, “Sort the bastard out Jack. He ended my career and he will hurt good soldiers.” 
 
    “I promise I will, John.” The promise being made, I would have to keep it. Major Harding-Smythe’s days in Egypt were numbered, one way or another. 
 
    It was not a swift journey back to Egypt and there was, generally, a depressed mood amongst the men. I had time to ponder the problem of removing the danger that was Major Harding-Smythe without being court-martialled and losing all that I had gained. By the time we reached Cairo, I knew what I could not do and had a vague idea of how to succeed. It would take cunning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    When we returned to Cairo we were not sent back to Suez. That camp would be occupied by the Indian regiments coming from the sub-continent. Nor were we in one huge camp. Each battalion had its own camp and that, in many ways, made life easier. For me, however, I missed the company of Harry and Joe. On the march south, I had seen them every day and we had been able to share troubles. As a senior non-commissioned officer I could not share with anyone in the battalion but Harry and Joe were different. On the way back we discussed Harding-Smythe. 
 
    “But Jack, you can’t take the law into your own hands. Let the general or the colonel deal with it.” 
 
    “Harry, it is common knowledge what he did. If it had been a British regiment then he might have been court-martialled but this is an Egyptian one.” The Egyptian officers had seen his conduct and the general was aware that he had sheltered in the centre. 
 
    Joe agreed with me, “The word is, Harry, that it will be covered up as an accident and no one was to blame. General Hicks has ensured that John has a full pension. That alone tells you that it is being covered up. Major Harding-Smythe will not rise any higher but it wouldn’t do to have a British officer court-martialled for cowardice. It would undermine everything we have achieved here.” 
 
    I saw that Joe had convinced Harry, “All right then, you are going to do something but what can you do?” 
 
    I shrugged, “I don’t know yet. I will think about this. If it was another rank and file, we know what we would do, don’t we?” 
 
    They nodded. We had our own discipline. There were few instances of petty theft being brought before the colonel. Instead, the culprit would be beaten by their comrades. This was different and I did not want to be court-martialled and lose my pension. I would bide my time. I had already decided to see the year out and that meant I would be serving longer than I had said. The truth was I liked the battalion and I wanted to finish their training. I was encouraged by the performance of Major Carruthers but I still had to make Sayyid into a good sergeant. I had already spoken to the colonel about being replaced, when my time was up, by Sergeant Mahmoud. He had shown us all what could be achieved.  
 
    We had enjoyed some mail and I had written to my mother to let her know that I might have to extend my contract. I consoled myself with the fact that I would have more money at the end of it. In her letter, she told me that Griff was growing and that he asked about me. I wondered if that was true or was my mother writing what she hoped I would like to hear. She also told me that I was to be an uncle. By the time I returned Billy and Elizabeth would be parents. The dates had also been set for Alice and Sarah’s weddings. I would miss them but that could not be helped. Life went on while I served the queen. 
 
    I threw myself into the battalion as we trained the new recruits. The action at Abu Klea meant we had suffered losses and some of the older soldiers had completed their duties and returned to their farms. The good news was that having a name like the Lions of the Desert gave us a unique identity and new men were made aware of what we had done. Sergeant Mahmoud had been the only Egyptian to be decorated. We both received our medals from General Hicks. I was touched by the pride shown by the whole regiment in the award to both of us. It was the first medal I received for gallantry. The campaign medals were one thing but when soldiers saw the ribbon of the DSO then they knew what you had done. The red, edged with blue was a prestigious ribbon. 
 
    Four months after the battle I was granted a week of leave and I went into Cairo each day. It was only a short walk and I wanted to see the sights. I visited the pyramids and other ancient buildings. I wandered the souks and enjoyed sitting outside the cafes enjoying tea and sometimes a beer. It was as I was on my way back to the camp a day or so after my first trip that I spied Major Harding-Smythe, He was alone and entering a house of ill repute. Such places were congregated together. The officers had women of the night who charged more but it meant they were unlikely to run into their own men. I decided to wait. As in all such places, there were bars and cafes close by. I sat at one and soon dissuaded the streetwalkers from accosting me. They found easier targets. It was as I sat there that I worked out what I would do. My trip up the Nile had told me what I could not do but the officer being alone and in such a place was the perfect place to put my plan into practice. He was in the house for more than an hour and in that time, I refined the plan in my head. I made sure that I was not seated in direct light and that my face was hidden. 
 
    When he emerged, a little unsteadily, then I waved the waiter over and paid. His unsteadiness was probably a mixture of alcohol and over-exertion. He was not walking quickly as he headed down the unlit road. His camp was a mile to the east of ours and I knew that I had to put my plan into operation before we left the suburbs and before we reached the crossroads. There were military police at such places to discourage desertion and robbery. 
 
    Major Harding-Smythe obliged me by responding to a call of nature. I saw him duck down an alley and I followed him like a shadow of the night. He undid his buttons and I was on him in a flash, ramming his head into the wall. I had my knife at his throat before he even knew. 
 
    He could not see my face and had no idea who I was. I suspect he thought I was a local thief, “I am a British officer and I shall have you whipped for this.” 
 
    I put my mouth close to his ear, “And I am a British soldier and I know who you are, Lieutenant Harding-Smythe.” 
 
    There was anger and fear in equal measure when he spoke, “Roberts! You will be court-martialled for this. I can no longer have you broken on the wheel but I can make sure that you are punished.” 
 
    My low laugh should have warned him but just to confirm that I did not care I punched him in the side with my knife-hand. It would have been simplicity itself to ram my knife in his ribs but I did not want him dead. “And where are the witnesses to this? It is your word against mine.” 
 
    “But I am an officer and you are just a sergeant,” 
 
    “No, you are a coward who ran and I am the Sergeant Major awarded the DSO for bravery. Everyone knows what you did. Do you think anyone would believe you over me? Besides I am willing to take that chance. Now, this is what you will do. You will resign from your regiment. Your contract is up in any case and you can also resign from the army. You have hurt enough men as it is.” 
 
    I heard the sneer in his voice, “And if I do not, what then?”  
 
    “We have both been in battle. We will do so again and I am a patient man. The next time you fight you had better watch out for the bullet in your back or the bayonet in the melee. Your choice is simple. Resign or die.” Just then I smelled urine. He had not been able to hold his water. 
 
    I sheathed my dagger and slipped away while he was still ensuring that he did not soil his uniform. Whilst pee is hard to see when wearing breeches, the white trousers would be stained yellow. I was on the main street before he even knew I had gone. I made my way back to my camp. 
 
    I spent the next morning in camp but no one came to question me. I returned to Cairo that afternoon but did not see him. When my leave was over, I returned to training and wondered what the coward would do. 
 
    I discovered what he had decided a month later when we were sent by train with another two battalions to the border. Mahdist raiders had attacked a border town and we were sent to garrison an old Egyptian fort. The three battalions were a little cramped in the town but our presence reassured the locals. 
 
    I recognised the colonel of Major Harding-Smythe’s regiment when he came over to speak to me, “I never got the opportunity, Roberts, to thank you properly for what you did. I know that Sergeant Major Dixon was grateful.” 
 
    “We are all in this together, sir. Has he been replaced yet?” 
 
    “There is a replacement coming out from England and another officer to replace Major Harding-Smythe.” 
 
    I affected a look of innocence on my face, “Was he wounded too, sir?” 
 
    He gave me a knowing look, “Strange you should say that, Sergeant Major, he resigned but not until he had slandered your name. He said you had threatened his life.” 
 
    “Me sir?” I put as much outrage in my voice as I could muster. 
 
    He nodded, “I told him that was impossible for you were the recipient of a DSO and such heroes do not threaten officers, do they, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “Of course not, sir.” 
 
    “Probably for the best. Some men are meant to be soldiers and others…Anyway, good to see you again, Roberts.” 
 
    I had gotten away with it but I had been lucky. 
 
    Although our mere presence made the townsfolk feel safe, we still had to show a presence and we took out daily patrols. I went with Sergeant Sayyid and his company when he patrolled. He was better than he had been but still needed guidance and he had the largest intake of recruits. I wanted to see what they were like away from the parade ground. We had with us, Lieutenant Karim. He was also a new officer and although he seemed keen, I thought it would be useful to give him the benefit of my wisdom. I strapped on my sword and took not only my pistol but also my Martini-Henry when we headed to the village six miles from the fort.  
 
    Four or five of the company had lived in the area and I advised the lieutenant to use that experience. They were happy enough to be a hundred yards ahead of the column of men. We had left just after dawn so that we could rest in the village during the heat of the day. 
 
    “What we hope to do, lieutenant, is to reassure the locals that there are soldiers close by.” My Arabic had become fluent and that was in no small part thanks to Malik.” 
 
    “Will we meet Dervishes, the Sufi?” 
 
    Sergeant Sayyid answered, “Perhaps, effendi, but our one hundred guns should be enough to deter them.” 
 
    I liked the answer for it showed a healthier attitude in the sergeant. The road had dropped into a depression and as we rose to the crest the scouts came racing back. Their eyes were on me as they reported to the officer, “There are Dervishes, sir.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Their answer told me that they still had room for improvement. “They are riding camels. Perhaps a hundred or more.” 
 
    Both Sayyid and the lieutenant looked at me and I nodded to the crest of the ridge and road, “Until we know the precise number let us exercise caution. I would suggest, sir, that we deploy into three lines along the ridge.” I looked at the scouts, “Were you seen?” The white uniforms would have stood out against the desert sand.  
 
    Their downcast looks confirmed what I already suspected, “They did, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    We hurried to the ridge and the top of the road. I saw the Dervishes. They were a raiding party and the appearance of the scouts had attracted their attention. They were galloping towards us. We had time to form a defence for they were more than a mile from us. There were nearer one hundred and forty of them as opposed to one hundred. I went to the right-hand side of the front rank. I nodded to Sayyid and he went to the left of the second line. “Lieutenant, if you would take the rear line and I suggest we open fire at two hundred paces.” There were too many new men to risk closer range. I wanted none of them to panic. Flight would invite disaster. He nodded, “Fix bayonets.” 
 
    I chambered a bullet and opened the flap on my holster. The Dervish line spread out, as I knew it would. The two ends would be exposed. Sayyid and the lieutenant were on the left. I would be the rock on the right. 
 
    The lieutenant’s voice showed his nerves, “At two hundred yards, volley fire.” 
 
    I boomed, “Present!” I decided that I would not rely on his judgment of the range. Some of the camel riders had guns which they popped off. It was typical of them and merely unloaded a weapon. They all had spears and swords. If they had been better led then they could have used their weapons to snipe at us. I took aim at the leader of the Dervishes. He had a sword and a helmet with a green plume. I knew that most of the men would not aim. Some might even close their eyes. My finger was on the trigger as I shouted, “Fire!” My bullet was a heartbeat before the volley and I saw the leader clutch his chest. As the bullets struck the line he tumbled from his horse. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The camels were fast and the second volley was at a range of one hundred and ten yards. More saddles were emptied but the riders on the side were untouched and they were the danger. I switched my rifle to the right and fired one bullet then chambered a second so quickly that I fired it not long after the volley. 
 
    “Independent fire at will.” 
 
    I drew my Webley, holding the rifle like a spear in my left. I aimed at the nearest camel and fired at its head. The bullet threw the rider from its saddle. I switched to the next keenly aware that there were still ten men closing with the right flank. I emptied the pistol and then held the rifle in two hands. The spear that was thrown struck my left arm, tearing through the material to the flesh. Blood stained the cloth. I had been wounded. I rammed my bayonet under the head of the snapping camel and the head came out through the top of the camel’s skull. It was dead but a dead weight. I twisted the bayonet and the dying animal fell to my right, releasing the bayonet. I had no time to load another bullet as the last of the Dervishes who had attacked the right had his spear held like a lance ready to skewer me. I jinked my body to the right and then stabbed at his camel as he passed me and the spear hit fresh air. I put all my strength into the strike as well as the weight of my body. The animal began to fall and the rider lost his balance.  
 
    I loaded another bullet and saw that we had broken them. There were bloodied, white uniforms showing me that men had died but we had emptied more than forty saddles and the company was still intact. Sayyid shouted, “Fire!” It was a ragged volley but when another five Dervishes fell, the rest fled. 
 
    I shouted, “Well done. Reload for this may not be over.” 
 
    I knew that it was but the words were intended for the officer. The Egyptians had learned from Abu Klea and they bayonetted every single body even if it was clearly dead. They were taking no chances. Many of the Dervishes carried treasure into battle and the men scavenged. One of the men bandaged my arm and Sayyid came over. He held in his hands the helmet, sword and purse of the dead leader.  
 
    I said, “Keep them or give them to the lieutenant.” 
 
    He nodded his head, “I will take the helmet as a souvenir and as the lieutenant’s sword broke, he can have this one, but take the purse, effendi. Soon you will leave us and you can have a drink on this company before you do. Today, we came of age and I knew that was down to you.” 
 
    The lieutenant had also suffered a wound and I saw that he was grateful to be alive. “Thank you, sergeant.” 
 
    I nodded, “I would suggest you capture any camels that are still alive and make a gift of them to the villagers. Lieutenant, perhaps we should visit the village as we were ordered.” 
 
    “Of course.” We had lost four men and we buried them in the village. The villagers were indeed grateful for our arrival had prevented the raid. We left in the late afternoon. The men had carved hunks of meat from the dead camels and burned the Dervish bodies. The stink of burning flesh hastened our departure. We marched into camp bloody but unbowed and the lieutenant proudly left to present his report to the colonel. 
 
    The MO needed to stitch my wound and he was most concerned that it might become infected. He rubbed alcohol all over it. “Three days off duty, Sergeant Major.” He saw that I was about to object and added, “Or you could be placed in the hospital.” 
 
    I saluted, “Three days it is then, sir.” 
 
    Major Carruthers took out the patrol the next day and I went the following evening to see Harry whose battalion was bivouacked just a mile from us.  
 
    “Been in the thick of it again, Jack?” 
 
    As we smoked our pipes, I told him of the fight. “The lads are coming on.” 
 
    “And have you had enough yet?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Our contract was up months ago. Joe and I are going home. I reckon I have made enough and, to be honest, I can’t stand the heat.” 
 
    “I had not really thought about it. The battalion still needs work.” 
 
    “And they always will. Wasn’t Sergeant Sayyid your weakest link?” I nodded, “And he did alright, didn’t he?” I tapped my pipe out. He was right. Why was I staying here? I had a family at home. “Come on, Jack, give Colonel Bellamy the news and we can all travel back together. None of us wants to go home like John Dixon, do we?” 
 
    It was the last part that confirmed it for me. I went back to the camp knowing what I had to do. I went the next morning and saw Major Hodgkin, “Sir, my contract is up and I would like to leave for England.” 
 
    He nodded at the sling, “It isn’t the wound, is it?” 
 
    Shaking my head I said, “No sir, but I have done all that was asked of me. Sergeant Mahmoud can take over as top sergeant and the action the other day showed me that the rest of the battalion is ready.” 
 
    “I know that everyone will be sorry to see you go but this was to be expected. I will get the paperwork done as soon as I can but it will take a couple of days.” 
 
    “That is alright sir. I have goodbyes to say.” 
 
    The hardest was Malik. He was genuinely upset. I gave him the sword, pistol and holster. “I will miss you, Sergeant Major, as will the Lions. You gave them all heart and now they fight as soldiers should fight.” 
 
    “And I will get to see my son. You should think about going home too, Malik.” 
 
    He nodded, “I would have stayed longer but if you are going,” he shook his head, “I cannot serve another and it is better to leave now than serve one who might disappoint me. I can see why you British have made such an empire.” 
 
    There were gifts too. All were sentimental rather than valuable but all the more welcome for that. Sergeant Mahmoud had made a tobacco pouch from camel skin for me and it was beautifully decorated. The officers bought me a pipe. It was one of the sweetest smokes I ever had and it gave me fond memories of my time with the battalion. 
 
    The colonel also gave me not only a railway chit but one for the Palace Hotel in Alexandria. “General Hicks insisted that your last night in Egypt be a memorable one.”  
 
    Joe and Harry were at the station for the journey to Alexandria. I had thought we would all be staying at the Palace Hotel but when I showed them it Harry laughed, “Ah, the DSO, you move in higher circles than we do, Jack, my lad. Still, we can enjoy a drink with you there, eh?” 
 
    I thought of the purse Sayyid had given to me. “Of course, and the drinks will be on me.” 
 
    The journey back was comfortable. There was a second-class carriage and we enjoyed just watching the land fly by and chatting. They also had chits for hotels but they were not the Palace. We arranged to meet in the bar of the hotel at six o’clock. We parted just five hundred yards from the prestigious hotel. I felt a little overwhelmed as I approached the liveried doorman. I felt under dressed and as though I had no right to be there. I was not helped by the look of disdain on the man’s face. He stood to bar my entry, “Can I help you, Sergeant?” 
 
    “It is Sergeant Major and you can help by moving out of the way and having someone carry my bag for me.” 
 
    He looked surprised, “You are a guest here?” 
 
    “I will be just as soon as you get out of my way.” 
 
    He tried again, “But the hotel is very expensive.” 
 
    “I know. Now for the last time.” 
 
    Just then I heard, “Mohammed, let Sergeant Major Roberts in. He has every right to be here.” 
 
    “Of course, effendi. Saoud, fetch the bag. Apologies Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I looked up and saw Major Dickenson. He smiled, “Sorry, Sergeant Major, I was delayed in the bar. Welcome. Let us get you checked in and then we can have a little chat.”  
 
    “You knew I was coming here?” 
 
    “I had a word with General Hicks.” He saw my confusion, “I was in Cairo and he told me you had resigned. It is perfect timing.” 
 
    The desk staff were all French. There was a heavy French influence in the city and that was down to Napoleon Bonaparte. “Pierre, this is Sergeant Major Roberts. I spoke to you…” 
 
    “Of course. Saoud, take the Sergeant Major’s bag to room 42 and run him a bath.” He proffered a form, “If you would just sign here, Sergeant Major, I will fill in the rest.” As I dipped the nib into the ink he continued, “Major Dickenson, I will bring the key to the bar.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pierre.” 
 
    The manager said, “It is an honour to have a hero staying here with us. If you need anything Sergeant Major, then please let me know.” 
 
    I felt as though I had stepped into a dream world. This was not my world. It was not the Sefton Arms in St Helens, this was a hotel filled with businessmen and senior officers. I was led like a horse to water by an officer who seemed most at ease in the surroundings. He put an arm around my back and propelled me to a quiet table. A waiter followed us, “Drink, Roberts?” 
 
    “Er, a beer, please, sir.” 
 
    “A beer and a gin and tonic.” As the waiter disappeared, he said, “I believe that the quinine in the tonic helps keep away malaria. Any excuse eh, Roberts?” 
 
    I did not like games and I did not like being manipulated, “Sir, what is going on?” 
 
    “Sorry, Jack isn’t it?” I nodded, “Jack, all will become clear and all I want you to do is listen to me while we have a drink. If you then so choose, we shall never have to see each other again but hear me out, eh?” I nodded. The drinks came, “Cheers and congratulations on the DSO. It was well earned. Those were the words of General Hicks.” 
 
    I raised my glass. The beer was icily chilled, “Cheers.” It was a lighter lager than I normally drank but the heat and dust of the day made it taste like nectar and it slipped down so easily that I had drunk more than half before I knew. The major smiled, clicked his fingers and pointed at my glass. 
 
    “Now, your plans are to go back to England and see your family and then rejoin your regiment, correct?” 
 
    “Yes sir, back to my uniform and the rank of sergeant.” 
 
    The second beer arrived and I finished off the first and handed the glass to the waiter. Major Dickenson drank some of his gin and his smile told me that he liked the taste. He took the lemon from the drink and sucked it before placing it on the napkin. He took out a cigar case, “Cigar?” 
 
    “No, thank you, sir, I am a pipe man.” 
 
    He grinned and looked like a schoolboy, “Then fill it up.” I took out the pouch as the major snipped off the end of the cigar and struck a match to warm the end before he put it in his mouth and lit it. He nodded to the pouch as he sucked on the cigar. “Interesting pouch.” 
 
    I nodded as I packed the tobacco in the new pipe. “The battalion gave it to me before I left.” 
 
    “You were highly thought of, Jack. I have read Colonel Bellamy’s report.” 
 
    “Report, sir?” 
 
    “For your colonel back at the Light Infantry. He thinks that you could be an officer.” 
 
    I had the pipe going and the sweet tobacco went well with the lager, “Yes, sir but we know that is not going to happen, don’t we?” 
 
    “You are a realist, Jack, and I like that but one day it might be that a sergeant could be promoted.” He tapped the crown on his shoulder, “This isn’t a temporary rank. I have been promoted to a full major in the British army and I have been charged, by Colonel Kitchener with raising a unit to serve in East Sudan.” 
 
    “A new unit, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, the colonel is now the governor of East Sudan. Mr Gladstone will soon no longer be the Prime Minister. It will take time but the new Government will want to take back Khartoum. You and I, Jack, are not politicians. We are both soldiers of the Queen but you and I know that had action been taken earlier, then Gordon and Khartoum could have been saved. General Stewart need not have been sacrificed in a meaningless gesture that was doomed to fail from the outset.” 
 
    “But why me, sir?” 
 
    He waved over the waiter and said, “Same again.” He drained his glass and the waiter took it away. “You have a unique set of skills, Jack. You speak Arabic well and you understand soldiers. I did some checking up on you and discovered that you are a more than competent rider. You can live and survive in a hot climate and you are a natural leader. If you join my new unit then you would have the permanent rank of Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “But it means I would be here in Egypt and my family is in England.” 
 
    “I am travelling to England to recruit the rest of the men I will lead. I am looking for men such as yourself, Jack. I have read the reports of the battles and the units that fought them. I go to poach twenty men. They will not need the linguistic skills you and I possess but they will need to be tough men who can ride. I return in four months’ time. That would give you three months with your family.” I cocked an eye. “I have the power to give you an extended leave. As our unit would be operating in extreme conditions then you would be given one month's leave each year in England. Colonel Kitchener knows the desert and understands its needs.” He saw my face and smiled, as the waiter brought our drinks. “I can see that the idea appeals but you need time to think. We will be sailing home on the same ship and your two fellow sergeants will be on board. By the time we pass the Channel Islands, I shall need an answer.” He leaned forward, “And I need someone who is not afraid to do the right thing, even if it means a court martial.” My eyes widened. He smiled, “Your secret is safe, Jack. The General is not a stupid man and Harding-Smythe’s injuries and his accusations told him what had happened. There are bad apples in the officer’s barrel but you should know that I am not one of them.” 
 
    “I know that, sir.” 
 
    The major’s cigar had gone out and he laid it on the ashtray, “If you cannot do it then Sergeant Adams will be approached. He served in Abyssinia and if he is not interested then Sergeant Dean. You three are the best that I have found and I am hoping that the permanent promotion and the chance to serve in a small unit might be the inducement that is needed.” 
 
    I drank off the half-finished beer and started on the second. A desk clerk came over with my key. “Your key, effendi.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The major grinned, “Your accent is perfect. Just think about it, eh Jack.” 
 
    “I will sir and I have to say that I am interested. It is just that this is so new. What would the unit be called sir?” 
 
    “The colonel and I thought something like the East Sudan Camel Regiment.” 
 
    “Camels, sir?” 
 
    “Better for the desert and they are as easy to ride as a horse. They just take some getting used to.” 
 
    I downed my beer, “Well sir, you have given me much to think about and I am flattered by the offer.” 
 
    “The ship sails the day after tomorrow. I will see you aboard. Tomorrow, I have business here. There are a couple of men I need to see who might be suitable troopers.”  
 
    He shook my hand and I headed for my room. The three beers, drunk so quickly, had made me a little lightheaded. The room was, compared with what I was used to, palatial. I suppose that was true of all the rooms. One of the hotel staff was putting my gear away. He gave a bow and said, in English, “When you have taken off your uniform, I will have it cleaned, effendi. Your bath is ready.” 
 
    I answered in Arabic, “Thank you,” I gave him a couple of coins. He handed me a bathrobe. The bathroom was behind a door and I went in to undress. I slipped on the robe and gave him the white uniform. Would I need it again?” When I took off the robe and viewed my naked body in the mirror I smiled. Most of my body was white but the extremities were burnt a burnished brown. My mother, aunt and son would barely recognise me. I rubbed my finger over the white of the scar. She would not see that as it was on my upper arm. I would not tell her of it as I did not want to worry her. 
 
    The bath was still hot and the smell told me that they had used bath crystals. I luxuriated in it. When I had finished, I enjoyed the best shave in a long time. A cold water shave is less than perfect. I wondered what the policy of the new unit would be on beards. In the desert a beard was functional. I suddenly stopped mid-stroke. In my head, I had already decided to accept. How had that happened? I dressed in my redcoat and wondered if this would be the last time that I was a redcoat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    When Harry and Joe arrived, they were as impressed as I was with the hotel. I paid for the drinks and then we decided to eat somewhere a little less daunting. We wandered the streets to look for an inviting place to dine. We found a small café that had some non-coms eating and they nodded as we entered. While we waited for the food, I told them everything, including the potential offer that might come their way. Both shook their heads. 
 
    Harry said, “I have enjoyed my time out here and made a few bob but I want a family now. My days of fighting are done.” 
 
    Joe lit a cigarette, “And anyway, Jack, you are the one with the skills. I can’t ride a horse and as for a camel.” 
 
    Harry nodded, “If you want this then grab it with both hands, Jack. The thing is, do you want it?” 
 
    “That is the point, isn’t it? I want to see my son but if I am at Shrewsbury then I will only see him when I am on leave. I could leave the army and live at home with him but what would I do? Go back to the Iron Gang? I suppose I have already decided, for this way I am guaranteed a quality leave once a year and the rank means more money too.” 
 
    “Then you have decided. Let’s drink to that.” 
 
    It was a pleasant evening and we spoke of other matters. The foolishness of politicians, the perfidy of men like Harding-Smythe and the changes we had affected in the Egyptian Army. We all knew that the army that had fought at Abu Klea was a better one than the one beaten at El-el-Kebir. 
 
    The next day we went shopping in the souk. I had more to buy for. It was not just my sisters but also my sister-in-law as well as my niece or nephew. Although I was hotter in my red uniform I felt, somehow, more like a soldier. I saw other soldiers too and saw that many of them were wearing the new khaki-style uniform. I confess it looked cooler and much smarter than the white one I had worn for some time. We ate at the same café on our last night in Egypt. For Harry and Joe, they would never return, at least not as volunteers. We all knew that Whitehall could send soldiers anywhere it chose. As we ate the two of them laid out their plans for the future. Neither involved the army. They had saved all their extra pay and now had a tiny sum put by. Both had the same objective in mind. A pub where they could serve beer and bar those people that they did not like. They had a similar idealised view of their clientele. They envisaged old soldiers and serving soldiers using it. I knew from Geraint and the girls that running a pub was nothing like that. The fight with the navvies had shown me the reality. I knew from Annie that there were long hours with little time off. My friends would need to choose partners well. Annie could have coped with running a pub. I could not. 
 
    I left the hotel with a little regret. I enjoyed the brief flirtation with luxury and high living. When we boarded the troopship heading home, reality set in and the three of us shared a cabin. Admittedly, it was intended for four people but after the hotel, it was something of a comedown. The ship was packed with soldiers returning to England. Some had travelled up the Suez Canal having come from England and some were regiments that needed to return to England. War did not take as many men as illness, heat and disease. I knew I had been lucky to have survived so well and with so few injuries. My scar had already healed and all that would remain would be the thin, wiggly, white line on my upper arm. 
 
    The three of us had a cabin that was below decks. There was a port hole and so we had light but I knew that the officers’ cabins above us would have a large window and would be more spacious. The rank and file would be below us and some would have to endure the hold. I was lucky and I knew it.  
 
    I did not see the major until the following day. The three of us had taken to promenading around the deck. There were no parades and no duty but we were soldiers and we were used to being active. We met the major coming the other way. He was alone and he stopped when he met us. I knew I did not need to but I was a fair man and I wanted the major to be put out of his misery. The final deciding factor had been the news that neither Harry nor Joe would take on the role. If I did not accept then the major would have to look elsewhere. It was not arrogance but the knowledge of what I had done that made me realise I was the best man for the task. 
 
    “Major Dickenson, I will accept the position you have offered me.” 
 
    His face lit up. “You will not regret it. Leave everything to me. I will contact your regiment. I do not want you to miss a moment of time with your family.” He took out a notepad and pencil, “Write down your address. I know I could get it through official channels but this way I can contact you quicker.” 
 
    I was suspicious, “And why should you need to do that, Major?” 
 
    He held up his hand and counted off his fingers, “Uniform, weapons, information about the unit and, of course, the date when we leave. I shall send you a telegram a week before we are due to leave. It will be from Southampton. I will send your travel warrant by post. I have to say I am really pleased. And you two, what are your plans?” 
 
    Harry spoke, “Family and then leave the army. Joe and I have done our time, sir. It is time for us. Jack here is a young lad by comparison with us.” 
 
    It was only then I realised how much older the other two were. It says much about their character that they had not made a fuss about it. 
 
    “I dare say I shall see you about the ship. I am really pleased, Roberts.” 
 
    The food was not bad on the ship and we were able to buy beer. We played cards and dominoes and spoke in the mess to the other non-commissioned officers. My ribbons invited comments as did our experiences in Egypt. Many of the others were non-coms returning from India after long service out there. They had endured skirmishes and what were termed police actions but none had fought in a battle like Abu Klea. Most were like Harry and Joe, ready to retire. Speaking with them left me with mixed feelings. I wanted to be with my family but I was not yet ready to hang up my rifle. Many of the sergeants had accrued a decent pension but I had not been one for long enough yet. It strengthened my resolve. The major had not given me a time that I would be serving but I would ask if I could leave after four or five years. He could only say no. I worked out that by then I could have saved enough to forego a pension. 
 
    We made a swift journey back. Despite the fact that they were steamships and did not rely on the wind, a benign wind could make for a faster journey and we made the fastest passage to Southampton that I had enjoyed thus far. I did not have time to send a telegram although I had sent one from Alexandria telling them that I was on my way home. I jumped on the first train I could, just eager to be home and not to waste a second. The three of us had exchanged addresses although I was not convinced that I would ever see them again. The army was like a sea full of ships that passed in the night. Men who had fought together and put their lives in each other’s hands had a bond but sometimes life got in the way of making anything of those unspoken promises. 
 
    I managed, thanks to an early arrival and trouble free train journey, to reach my aunt’s house by mid-afternoon. It meant that I would have Griff and my mother to myself. Fate determined that the house was empty, they were out. Disappointed I took off my tunic and put my kitbag in the back place. I put the kettle on and fed the fire. The kettle had boiled and the tea was brewing in the pot when I heard the front door open and my mother shouted, “Hello, is someone there?” 
 
    I stepped into the hall and smiled. Mother just burst into tears making Griff, looking like a little boy now, start, “What is up, Nan?” 
 
    She rushed to me and I swept her in my arms, “You are home, my big boy is back home.” She kissed me on the cheek and then turned to Griff, “It is your dad, now give him a hug!” 
 
    I feared that he would shy away but he did not and I picked him up. He wrapped his arms around my neck and hugged me so tightly that I thought I would choke. It was wonderful. I held him close and kissed his ear. 
 
    “Hello son, I am back, for a while at least.” 
 
    He pulled his head back. I could not believe the changes the few years had wrought. “Nan says you have a new medal. Can I see it?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I will put the kettle on our Jack.” 
 
    “All done and the tea is made. If you pour, I will go and sort out my kitbag.” 
 
    I carried Griff into the back place. He was heavy but I did not care. I put him on the washing boiler and opened my bag. “Have you brought me a present?” 
 
    “That depends, have you been good for Nan?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then I have but just wait until I take out what needs to be washed and what are presents, eh? There is a good soldier.” 
 
    I had placed the presents in the middle so that they would have protection from my other gear. I had to take out the disassembled rifle and I saw Griff’s eyes widen. “Now you don’t touch that.” He nodded. I made a pile of dirty laundry and secured the presents and medal case before returning the rest of my gear to the bag. I handed him half of the pile and I carried the heavier half, “Right then, quick march.” 
 
    Mother had poured the tea, “His teachers said that he was a really good boy today and they are pleased with him.” 
 
    I stopped in the doorway, “He is at school now?” 
 
    She nodded, “And he is doing really well. He can count to a hundred and can sing the alphabet.” 
 
    I felt as though someone had punched me in the stomach. The wind went from me. I was pleased that he was doing well but I had missed so much.  “Well, I shall take you to school tomorrow.” 
 
    “Will you wear your uniform? And your medals?” 
 
    “Of course.” I sat on my chair and took out the medal case. The ribbons were on my uniform but I had the actual medals and ribbons in the box. Before I opened it, I said, “Now when I return to duty, I shall leave them here. Do you think you can guard them?” 
 
    He seemed to grow about six inches, “Of course. I will let no one get them. Can I touch them?” 
 
    “Of course.” He liked the Khedive Star. I had known he would but when he saw the DSO he asked, “Is this a special one? It looks special.” 
 
    I nodded, “Not many soldiers get given these. You have to do something brave to earn them.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew that it was the wrong thing to say. My mother’s hand went to her mouth. She put down the tea and fled the room. I knew why. 
 
    Griff shouted to her back, “What’s wrong, Nan?” 
 
    I smiled, “The tea was probably too hot. Now would you like to see your present now?” 
 
    “Yes please, but first I will put these away.” He reverently placed the medals back in the case and handed them back to me.  
 
    “Where shall we put them?” 
 
    He went straight to the fireplace and the photograph of the three of us. “Here.” There was just enough space before the photograph for the case. I smiled for it felt right. 
 
    I took out the box I had bought, not in Alexandria but in Cairo. I had found a market trader who had made lead figures and hand-painted them. Malik had told me of him and I had sought him out. He was an ex-soldier and he carved the figures to make moulds and then cast lead into them. I knew it was a painstaking task for there would be lead flashing that would need to be removed. There were a dozen Egyptian Camel Troops. It was strange that I had bought them before Major Dickenson had even mentioned the new unit. They were heavy and beautifully painted. I had given the ex-soldier double the money he asked partly because he was a friend of Malik’s but mainly because they were worth so much more. 
 
    “Are these the soldiers you were fighting?” I nodded. “I will go and get the other soldiers and we can have a battle.”  
 
    I was satisfied. I had expected the same shy boy who hid from his father behind his Nan but what greeted me was beyond my wildest dreams. 
 
    My mother came in and I saw that she had been crying, “I am sorry, Jack, I know I shouldn’t have been so soft but I always worry about you and knowing that you did something brave meant you put your life at risk. I know it must happen but I shut out the idea.” 
 
    “I am sorry I wouldn’t want you crying on my account.” 
 
    She grabbed me and began weeping once more, “You are a hero and I am so proud of you that sometimes I am fit to burst but I want you home and safe.” 
 
    Griff entered and stood there with his mouth open, “Just your Nan giving me a real welcome home. Now then let’s clear some space on the table so that we can play properly.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your tea. I will go and start to cook our supper too. It will be nice and cosy with just the four of us.” 
 
    I had forgotten that Billy had moved out, “What did Elizabeth have, mother?” 
 
    “A boy, John William, but they call him Jack.” 
 
    The day was getting better and better. 
 
    “Is Elizabeth well?” 
 
    She gave me a sad smile, “Aye, Jack, she is and I thank God for it.” 
 
    We played with the figures for a happy hour until Aunt Sarah came in from work. Unusually for my aunt, she was a little emotional too and I realised why. I had been away from home for far longer than usual. I had only managed a couple of letters and I now saw the worry that the lack of news caused. The tears that were shed were of relief that I was not dead. 
 
    “Now, Griff, time to put these away so that we can lay the table for tea.” 
 
    “Oh, do we have to?” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and cocked my head to the side, “Now then soldier, when a Sergeant Major gives an order…” his eyes welled up with tears and I realised I had gone too far, “I was only joking, Griff, we will play again after tea.” 
 
    Aunt Sarah’s voice came from the kitchen, “But only for ten minutes. He has school in the morning.” 
 
    He smiled, “Okay then.” I was pleased with the care with which he placed the soldiers back in their tissue paper in the box. He would look after his toys and that was a good thing. 
 
    He helped me to lay the table and we sat waiting for the food and we chatted. He told me about his school, his kindergarten, and his teacher. He recognised the naughty boys and told me that he did as his Great Aunt had told him and kept away from them. He told me about his friends and the games he played with them. His favourite was British Bulldogs. It was a rough game but one that would help to make him a good rugby player when he got older as well as teaching him skills that would help him if he ever chose to be a soldier. He then asked me about my job and I was able to explain what a sergeant and a sergeant major did. 
 
    The food, when it was brought in, suited me down to the ground. It was a quick meal but delicious for all that. It was sausages, mash, and onion gravy. With thick wedges of bread to mop up the gravy, it was a perfect tea.  
 
    “I am sorry, Jack, I forgot to get any beer. You didn’t say when you were getting home.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I am happy enough just to be home. Beer can wait.” 
 
    “Tomorrow I will do a real treat for you. Cow heel stew and mash.” 
 
    My face erupted into a grin. It was my favourite food of all time. A slow-cooked calves’ foot and shin beef with root vegetables and a gravy that stuck to your ribs, it would take all day to cook. I found myself salivating at the thought of it. 
 
    After we had eaten and enjoyed a cup of tea, we cleared the table. But before Aunt Sarah would allow us to play, she insisted that he say his alphabet, count up to one hundred and then write his full name on a blackboard that stood in the corner. I was impressed. We had exactly fifteen minutes and then Mother brought in the tin bath and he was bathed before the fire. He had a cup of warm milk and then it was time for bed. 
 
    “Can the Sergeant Major read me the story tonight?” 
 
    Aunt Sarah said, “You mean your father?” 
 
    He frowned, “But I thought he was a sergeant major.” 
 
    I ruffled his still slightly damp head, “I am but my most important job is to be your father, Dad. Come on then, which story do you want?” 
 
    “The tin soldier.” 
 
    I smiled. He was just like me. 
 
    He soon nodded off. He had enjoyed a busy day and he was excited. That was always tiring. When I came down, I gave them their presents. “You shouldn’t have.” I could see that despite their protestations they were delighted. Had I not brought them anything then they would have been disappointed. 
 
    “You can go to the pub if you like.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I will get some beer in tomorrow but I am content just to be here in this cosy house and talk to you two. Tell me all about Sarah, Alice and their husbands.” 
 
    I learned that my sisters were both close to giving birth and I wondered if I might actually still be here when they did. As the clock ticked around, the ever-practical Aunt Sarah asked the inevitable question, “When do you go back?” 
 
    I knew this had to be said and I had been dreading it. “I have a longer leave. It will be close to a month.” I saw their faces brighten and I shook my head, “I am no longer a redcoat. I have been asked to form a new unit. We will be in the desert and riding camels.” 
 
    Mother looked the most shocked, “Back to Africa?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Aunt Sarah was an eminently practical woman, “It was inevitable, Mary, you know that. The Government let poor General Gordon and all those civilians die. It will need soldiers like Jack to win it back.” 
 
    Mother became angry; a rare event, “Our Jack has done more than enough for our country and our Queen. There are others who can take their turn.” 
 
    I shook my head, “Mother, I am good at what I do. I can speak Arabic, ride and, well, I am a good soldier. I am now a Sergeant Major. That is the highest rank below an officer. Even Trooper never got that high.” 
 
    Aunt Sarah was impressed, “You speak Arabic?” 
 
    I nodded, “And I can get by with French, too.” Egypt had been French and a smattering of French was necessary. 
 
    Aunt Sarah nodded, victoriously, “You see, our Mary, he would never have learned those skills if he had stayed at Pritchard’s.” 
 
    With Billy leaving home I had a bed. It was the smallest room in the house but I did not mind. I took my kit bag up and arranged it. There would be no servant for me back in England. As I lay in the bed and stared at the ceiling, I realised that the new position meant no servant and, probably, being isolated from help. I was putting myself in danger. From the odd conversations I had enjoyed with the major on the way back, I gathered that Colonel Kitchener saw our unit as an intelligence-gathering force. We were not there to fight but to find out. I had not said so to the major but it was unlikely that we would avoid fighting. What we had to avoid was capture. When we had come across the bodies of men captured by the Dervishes they had been tortured and mutilated. Malik had told me that there was no malice behind the cruelty. It was just their way. They believed that their holy cause gave them the right to do as they pleased. My last thought, as I turned to sleep, was that I would do all in my power to avoid being taken prisoner. It would be a sin but I would take my own life rather than risk torture. 
 
    The next morning I went with Mother and Griff to school. It was not far and as we walked, we saw other children heading to school. Griff was so proud of me. Every child he recognised he introduced me, “This is my father. He is a sergeant major and has won medals. The children seemed impressed as did their mothers. The headteacher stood at the gate. He was an older man than I had expected but there was something about him that suggested a man with a military background. 
 
    “This is my son, Mr Myers, Sergeant Major Jack Roberts, he is back for a while and will be bringing his son Griff to school and picking him up.” 
 
    He held his hand out, “First of all, I can see from your medals that you not only serve your queen and country but do so bravely. Thank you for your service. Secondly, your son is a bright boy. Sometimes he doesn’t concentrate but we are working on that, aren’t we, Griff?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr Myers.” 
 
    “Now cut along to the playground. I shall be ringing the bell soon.” 
 
    My mother said, “And I will get to the butcher, Jack, the sooner I get the tea on the better.” 
 
    When she had gone Mr Myers said, “Your mother is a good woman. Griff needs that in his life. Especially with his father gone so much.” Guilt flooded through me as though someone had cut a vein. The headmaster saw my look and put his hand up, “Do not misunderstand me, Sergeant Major. I do not criticise. I served the Queen in the Hussars.” He smacked his left leg, “A lance in the leg ended that career but it enabled me to come home and be a father once more. Rest assured that, until your son leaves this school, I will do all in my power to see that he has an education that even the nobility would envy. I am a great believer in this new idea of educating all.” 
 
    “As am I and I thank you for this.” 
 
    “When you return to duty, will it be in England?” 
 
    I shook my head, “I shall be going back to Africa.” 
 
    He smiled, “When I returned from India I was as nut brown as you. It fades Sergeant Major, but the memories do not.” He looked at his pocket watch, “I must ring the bell. Good to have met you, Sergeant Major, and my wife and I will pray for you when you return to the oven that is Africa.” 
 
    The bell tolled as I headed, not back to the house but to the river. The cool air felt refreshing after the heat of Africa and I would enjoy walking along a river that was not teeming with mosquitoes. 
 
    I reached home at eleven having been out longer than I expected. That was largely due to the number of conversations I had enjoyed with complete strangers. My tan and my uniform told their own story and complete strangers were interested in me. My ribbons were usually the starting point. When I entered the house the wonderful aroma of the stew bubbling on the stove greeted me. 
 
    “You had a good jangle then, son?” 
 
    I smiled at the local word for conversation, “Aye, people are interested in a uniform.” 
 
    “What did you make of Mr Myers?” 
 
    “Seemed a good chap.” 
 
    “He is. He encourages the older children to sit for the entrance exams to the grammar school. His church raises money to help children go to school right up to the age of fourteen.” 
 
    I nodded, “When Griff is old enough, I will find the money to send him to grammar school. If that is what he wants.” 
 
    “Your Aunt Sarah is of the same mind and she has taken out a policy so that in five years there will be a little lump of money.” She stirred the pan and then tasted it. She sprinkled in some salt. “She adores, Griff, you know. I think she sees him as her grandson too. She looked after our mother for so long that she didn’t see you and the others growing up. She is making up for it now.” She peered into the main room of the house and the clock on the mantle, “The pub is open if you want to get yourself a few bottles of beer.” She nodded to a wooden case on the floor. “There are a couple of empties there our Billy drank. You can get the money back on them. They have cluttered up the floor long enough.” 
 
    I took them and strolled down to the pub. It had been the pub where I had been recruited but they did not know me there. However, my uniform afforded me a fine welcome and I felt duty-bound to enjoy a pint. I made sure it was just a pint and took the four bottles of brown ale back to the house. 
 
    “I have made you a sandwich.” 
 
    “Does our Billy live close?” I took the sandwich and the cup of tea mother poured. 
 
    “Just a mile or two away, why?” 
 
    “I thought to call in and see Bet and the bairn.” 
 
    “A good idea but better leave that for tomorrow. You don’t want to be late picking Griff up from school.” 
 
    The leave sped by and the routine I had developed made it fly even faster. After dropping off Griff I would walk to Billy’s house. Poor Elizabeth was struggling on her own with little Jack and while I had little experience with babies I could help. I washed nappies and cleaned the house while she fed what seemed like a very voracious baby. I helped her in the kitchen when he slept and I took him for walks in his pram. When I visited with Billy at the weekend he said, “You don’t need to help Bet all the time, Jack. She has to learn to cope.” 
 
    “I need to do this, Billy. I missed out on being a father while I was away. Griff is in school so let me be an uncle, eh?” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, big brother, Elizabeth is very grateful but you are on leave. You shouldn’t have to work.” 
 
    I laughed, “It isn’t work, our Bill, it is a pleasure and besides, it is only for three weeks and then…” 
 
    His face fell, “And then back to putting yourself in danger. Look, Jack, I can get you a good position. I am a senior manager now.” 
 
    I shook my head, “It is very kind of you but I am not cut out for office work. I will give up the uniform one day but not yet and when I do come home to look after Mother and Griff, I will find some employment that I will enjoy.” 
 
    I only saw my sisters and their husbands twice on that leave but that was because they lived in St Helens and the two of them were with child. The house was too small to have everyone there but they came over and I gave them their presents. I told them that they bloomed and I gave my brother in laws my approval.  
 
    The telegram, when it finally came, was a real shock, although I had been expecting it. I was due in Southampton in four days’ time. It meant I would not see my sisters again before I left. My mother knew as soon as the telegram came and I told Aunt Sarah that night. I saw the upset on her face but she said not a word. She was a strong woman. She would have made a marvellous sergeant major had she been born a man. 
 
    That night, after I finished reading the story to Griff, I kissed him on the forehead, “We have just three days left before I must return to the other soldiers.” 
 
    He nodded, the light from the candle throwing my shadow across his face, “Mr Myers said that when the time comes for you to leave that I should not cry. He said that you are a hero and Britain needs heroes. But I shall miss you, dad. I have enjoyed playing with the soldiers.” 
 
    “As have I.” 
 
    He pulled the covers up and then said, in a small voice, “Promise me one thing.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Don’t die. I never saw my mother and I would not lose you too.” 
 
    I nodded and said, “I promise.” I knew that I had made a promise I had no way of guaranteeing that I could keep. Men who shied away from danger were often the ones who were killed first. I had accepted the role in Egypt and I could not go back on my word but now I regretted it. My son and my nephew had changed me. I enjoyed the life I had led and now it would be snatched away from me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The troopship was a large one. We were not the only troops sailing. I arrived in the late afternoon and found that my billet was aboard the ship. We would not be sailing for four days. At first, I was resentful. Major Dickenson could have given me another four valuable days with my family. Once I had spoken with him then all resentment left me. He had found the men he needed and wanted us to begin the training as soon as possible. 
 
    “But sir, we will have many days at sea. Surely these four days aren’t really necessary.” 
 
    He looked at me sadly and said, “But they are, Jack. The others arrive tomorrow but you and I need tonight and the morning. There will be an officer but you and I will be the backbone of this unit and I want us to be as one.” 
 
    I was still upset, “But my family.” 
 
    He lowered his eyes, “Jack, I understand better than you can know. My father died two weeks ago. I have left a grieving mother whom I may never see again. I did not want to return either but we have a duty. You and I are soldiers and we serve the queen and our country. We chose this life and personal issues have no place in them.” 
 
    I was mortified, “I am sorry sir, I …” 
 
    He smiled, “You could not have known but I wanted you to know that we both have reasons to live and return to England.” 
 
    “Right sir, so who else is there in this, what are we, sir? A regiment? Section? What?” 
 
    “We are the East Sudanese Exploration Group. We answer only to the governor, Colonel Kitchener, although knowing the man he may well come with us from time to time. There is a lieutenant, Lieutenant Roger Hardy formerly of the Royal Scots Greys. I managed to get nine troopers. I wanted more but the others were not the right sort. I chose the best that I could. Besides we are not going to fight battles, we are going to find ways and means to defeat the Dervishes. Oh, we have one sailor, Midshipman Dunn is an excellent navigator and will be invaluable in the desert.” 
 
    “A sailor, sir? Why would he give up the chance of being an officer in the navy to become a trooper.” 
 
    “Midshipman Dunn suffers from mal de mer, he gets seasick. This voyage out will be a hard one for him. Actually, he sought me out. He had heard what we were up to and he wants to serve the Empire in whatever capacity he can. So, let us begin.” 
 
    “Right sir, and if I might suggest…?” 
 
    “That is why I chose you, Roberts. Lieutenant Hardy is a good chap but I see you as my second in command and any suggestions you make will be welcomed.” 
 
    “Make the midshipman the corporal. You say he has served for some time?” 
 
    “Four years.” 
 
    “Then he is used to command. It will be easier for him.” 
 
    “A sound suggestion.” He paused, “Of course, he won’t be able to bunk with the troopers…” 
 
    I nodded, “There are two bunks in my cabin and it will help me to get to know him.” The memory of the kindness of Henry Hook and the rest of the section came to mind. 
 
    “Now tomorrow the uniforms and equipment will be arriving. I am afraid you will have to act as quartermaster too.” 
 
    “No problem, sir. I take it we wear khaki?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “And we answer to no one?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Then keffiyeh and cloaks would help us. The Egyptians wear them and suffer less from the heat.” He nodded, “I don’t know about you, sir, but I intend to grow a beard. Cold shaves do not suit me and if we are in the desert then the alternative is a dry shave.” 
 
    He smiled as he stroked his smooth cheeks, “You may be right and with keffiyeh and cloaks over our uniforms, from a distance, we might be taken for Arabs. Good idea.” 
 
    We spent an hour planning before the bugle sounded for mess. Despite the organisation of the new unit we dined separately. It gave me the opportunity to think about how I would run this group of Explorers. In essence, I was the adjutant. Captain Philips had shown me the skills I would need. If I had to be away from my family then I would do the best that I could. I had now determined that once the East Sudanese Exploration Group was functioning properly, I would ask the major for permission to resign. I would give him at least a year, I owed him that, but then it would be time to put my uniform in a trunk and find a life outside the army. Eating alone helped me to formulate my plans. I looked at the red uniform. This time, when I put it in my trunk it would be for the penultimate time although I suspected that my son might like to see his father in red once more. I would have to wear it until I acquired the new one. 
 
    I headed for the communal area to meet with the major. He was eager and there before I was. I think I could understand his excitement. This would be his first command. His superior, Colonel Kitchener, would have the pressing matters of the governorship of East Sudan to concern him. We went through the list of men and he told me what he knew about them. 
 
    “They can all ride and have come from cavalry regiments. I chose those who were young and malleable. I spoke to their colonels too. The nine we have may be small in number but they have quality.” 
 
    “Sir, I do not want to pour water on your idea but camels… none of us have ridden them.” 
 
    He nodded, “Smoke if you wish. You are right but I was encouraged by how quickly the first three regiments adapted to camels and became effective. I was not there but at Abu Klea, they performed well.” I had heard the same. “And we have an Egyptian sergeant attached to the section. Sergeant Saeed is procuring good camels for us. He served with Colonel Kitchener and he will accompany us when we are on patrol.” 
 
    His answer satisfied me but as my superior officer, it really didn’t matter. I took a pencil and made a list of what I thought we would need once in Sudan. “We will need scabbards for the rifles, sir. I assume it will be the Martini-Henry and not the Remington.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I hope it is as it will be easier to procure ammunition.” 
 
    I made a note of that, “We need extra canteens. The camels might be able to do without but not us.” 
 
    “Good point. I have asked Saeed to find extra camels as remounts and to act as beasts of burden.” 
 
    “Sir, I know you have thought this through but I am finding it hard to envisage. From what I can gather our aim is to gain knowledge of the Dervish lands?” He nodded, “And that means to go deep into enemy territory and remain unseen.” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “Then we need to take food that we can eat without cooking. It is too late to get some from here but when we get to Alexandria…” 
 
    “Suez.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    We are going to Suez, not Alexandria.” 
 
    “When we get to Suez, we will need to get pemmican, dried, preserved meat. The lads will be happy enough with bully beef but the empty tins will be evidence to the Dervishes that we are about. We need to stay hidden. We will just use the corned beef at our camp and can bury or reuse the old tins.” 
 
    “All these are good points, Roberts. You have served longer in Egypt than I have and I defer to your knowledge.” 
 
    “I think that I have the skills needed to give us a chance of survival, sir, but I am no good at mapmaking.” 
 
    “That will be down to the lieutenant, the midshipman and me. The troopers I will leave to you,” 
 
    It was getting late and my pipe had gone out. I stood, “How long do I have before the troopers arrive?” 
 
    “They are from all over the country so let us say noon.” 
 
    “And where do I find the Quarter Master, sir?” 
 
    “The same place he was before, along the quay.” 
 
    I rose early and was the first in the mess. It was a full fry up and I had extra portions of everything.  I would not be enjoying bacon and sausage in the Sudan. 
 
    I headed for the wooden building on the quay, “Sergeant Major Roberts come to pick up some gear, Quarter Master.” 
 
    The Quarter Master recognised me, “Well, well, you survived.” He saw my uniform, “And back in a red coat.” He saw my ribbons, “And showing courage under fire. Reckless or just lucky?” 
 
    “Lucky, I guess, and the redcoat is temporary only, Quarter Master. I am the Sergeant Major of the East Sudanese Exploration Group.”  
 
    He beamed, “Thank the lord I can get shot of these.” He turned and shouted, “You lads, front and centre.” 
 
    Four men stripped to tunics came from the back. One, a corporal, snapped his heels together, “Yes Quarter Master?” 
 
    “Find all the boxes and bags marked with ESEG and put them on the quay. Sergeant Major Roberts here will show you where to take them. Keep an eye on them. There are some thieving bastards around here.” He took out a list and as they passed, he ticked the items off. “Uniforms, khaki, two of each for twenty men.” I was too old a soldier to correct him. If they gave us too much then so be it. “Twenty helmets with puggaree and sunshade. Twenty sets of webbing. Twenty sets of puttees and boots.” He grinned at me, “If you are riding then these might last longer.” 
 
    “What if they don’t fit?” 
 
    “So long as your lads bring them to me before they sail I will change them. The same with the uniform but once you are over the sea…” 
 
    A sudden thought hit me, “How do you know we are riding Quarter Master?” 
 
    He nodded at the next boxes, “Twenty bandoliers. They only issue those to horsemen and the carbines you have been issued.” Another box came out, “Twenty greatcoats and blankets. Twenty canteens and lastly, twenty Westley-Richards monkey-tailed carbines.” 
 
    “Not the Martini-Henry?” I was disappointed, 
 
    He smiled, “This is a cavalry carbine. It has an eighteen-inch barrel and will be much easier to use on horseback.” He saw I was not convinced, “It fires a bigger bullet, .45.” Shrugging he added, “It is what was ordered, Sergeant Major, and it is what you get.” 
 
    “Saddles and saddle scabbards?” 
 
    “I am guessing you will be issued those wherever you land. The fact is I have none for you.” 
 
    I knew it was not his fault. I would still take my trusty Martini-Henry. “Thanks, Quarter Master.” The last box had been taken outside and I leaned over, “I know I am being cheeky but you wouldn’t have a pistol and holster going spare, would you?” 
 
    He shook his head, “You are right, you are cheeky but as you have the DSO and they don’t hand those out like sweeties, I might have something. Hang on a mo.” 
 
    He headed out to the back and returned with a pistol, lanyard and holster. “A Remington army model 1875. It fires the same bullets as your carbine. The fact is, Sergeant Major, that it was ordered for a senior officer. He died of gangrene and never got to collect it. It is a bigger gun than most officers use. No one wants it. It is the only one I have and…” 
 
    “I will take it and thanks, Quarter Master.” 
 
    He reached under the counter and pulled out a hessian sack, “Stick it in there and then no one can see it.” 
 
    With my treasure in hand, I led the men up the gangplank to the ship. I only took three men for I needed the fourth to watch for light-fingered dock workers and enterprising soldiers. This would have to keep us alive far from any replacement equipment. The major was up and watching for me. We took the boxes to the two rooms that would be occupied by the men. “Sir, if you keep watch I will have the rest of the gear brought up.” 
 
    While my three labourers headed back, I secreted my pistol in my cabin. 
 
    It took three more trips and the cabin was packed. “If we take our gear out sir there will be a little more room. In the box with the tunics were stripes. The QM had been thoughtful. There was one set of sergeant major stripes, two sergeants and two corporals. The major did not need all of the uniform. His was tailored but he would need a spare. I found mine and took them back to my cabin. The boots fitted well too and when I had them and the helmet, I was almost complete. The blankets were one size and the greatcoats came in large and medium. I took them with the bandolier and that left the carbine. Its monkey tail actuating lever made it look strange but it was lighter and shorter. 
 
    “The QM said we would get our saddles and scabbards in the Sudan.” 
 
    The major nodded, “Saeed is sourcing them. Better to get something local that will fit a camel, eh.” 
 
    The major was summoned on deck an hour before noon as the first of the men arrived. Lieutenant Hardy and Midshipman Dunn had travelled together from London and it boded well that they seemed to get on. He brought them down to the crowded cabin and we began to issue the equipment. It was highly likely that the last men who arrived would be the ones tasked with exchanging equipment. It would be a lesson for them. When the major handed the tunic to Midshipman Dunn he said, “And you have an instant, albeit temporary promotion, Dunn. You will be corporal.” 
 
    “Me sir? Why?” 
 
    The major nodded to me, “Sarn’t Major Roberts pointed out that he was the only NCO and you have experience of command.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant Major.” Said a happy ex-Midshipman.  
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, son, you are to bunk with me and I might snore.” I took Dunn to our cabin and left him there to organise himself.  
 
    When I returned the lieutenant was also fully equipped. “I will show the lieutenant to his cabin,” the major said. 
 
    “You might as well stay there, sir, and chat about what we are going to do. The corporal and I can deal with the rest of the men.” 
 
    I saw the relief on his face, “Thank you, Roberts. I can see that you are going to be an invaluable member of this unit.” 
 
    When Dunn returned, I said, “Right, you can go up on deck and bring the men down here as they arrive.”  
 
    “Right, Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    “Sergeant Major. I have to let the officers get away with that but not you.” 
 
    He flushed, “Sorry, Sergeant Major. I am used to the navy.” 
 
    “What do they call you, I mean, apart from Dunn?” 
 
    “My given name is Archibald but I answered to Middy. I quite like that as it reminds me of the navy.” He shook his head, “I did try, you know, but I was quite ill.” 
 
    “You know we have the Bay of Biscay to negotiate before we get to Suez.” 
 
    He nodded, “And I will be sick but once we are there then my troubles will be over.” 
 
    I shook my head, “You mean apart from riding a ship of the desert?” I saw that he had not realised that. “Off you go, Middy, we will cross that particular bridge when we have to and not before.” 
 
    In an ideal world, they would have arrived one by one but they did not. They were servicemen and travelling on trains meant that they gravitated together and soon discovered that they were in the same unit. Four arrived together. I chatted with them as we issued the equipment and I used my questions to begin to get to know them. Paul Poulter was a Dragoon Guard. I later found out he had fallen out with his troop sergeant. I could identify with that. Harry Fielding had been a Hussar but he yearned for action and he had jumped at the chance to be a soldier who would fight rather than simply parade. Tommy Eliot had been in the lancers. His reason for choosing to join us was a sad one. The horse he had ridden since joining the regiment had fallen and had to be destroyed. The thought of riding a camel appealed. Sam Smith was a Light Dragoon who also wanted action. They seemed keen and had the greatest choice of uniform. 
 
    I had Middy take the four to the other cabin and then we waited for the next men. Jacob Johnson, known as Jake was unusual. He was of Jewish origins and his family, who had lived in London since arriving from Poland, had changed their name. He did not hide his religion but he had been plagued by bullying and bigotry. He and Paul Poulter had something in common. James Coupe was the youngest of the troopers and he had been a bugler in the Dragoon Guard. His regiment had just returned from India and was destined for home service. He wanted action. James would be using our quarter master’s cabin and so he waited with me while Middy returned to the deck. 
 
    “So, Sergeant Major, what is it that we will be doing, exactly? The major was a little vague.” 
 
    I took out my pipe and lit it, “First off, we will be training so that we can stay hidden. From what you told me you seek action. Well, our job will be to avoid fighting but that does not mean there will be no action. What we will be doing will be highly dangerous and you will be in harm’s way.” 
 
    He nodded at my ribbons, “I can see that you are no coward, Sergeant Major. You are young for your rank and you have medals.” He suddenly realised what he had said, “Sorry, Sergeant Major, no offence intended.” 
 
    “And none taken. If there was you would be picking yourself up off the floor.” I saw that he had brought his bugle. The major had omitted to tell me that we had a bugler. It might prove handy. Now make yourself useful and take the empty boxes on the deck.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” He raced from the cabin, grateful, no doubt to have avoided censure or punishment. When I had done with him I gave him the bugle. I could not see us using it much but it was part of the equipment and James was a bugler. 
 
    The last two to arrive did not reach the ship until after twelve. That was not surprising as they had both had the longest journeys. Kelvin Kemp was a Scot and had travelled from Edinburgh. Syd Richardson was a Geordie from Newcastle, a Scots Grey. They were two men who craved action and both had been former NCOs who had been reduced in the ranks. As I had expected nothing fitted and, while the rest went to eat I went with the corporal and the two men to the Quarter Master. His men had gone to lunch but he went to fetch the necessary equipment. While he was gone, I said, “You both know we are a small unit?” They nodded, “And that means it is more likely that there might be some tension. If I think either of you is a danger to the unit, I will have you shipped out before you can say ‘sorry, Sergeant Major’.” 
 
    Kelvin nodded, “Aye, and quite right too, Sergeant Major, but the thing is it is drink with me. If there is whisky,” he chuckled, “well, it gets my blood boiling. Dinna worry, I will be a good boy and I will keep my nose clean. I want to finish my career with a corporal’s rank at least, maybe even sergeant.” 
 
    “And that could happen. You, Richardson.” 
 
    “Similar reason, Sergeant Major but in my case, it was a woman. She was mine and the troop sergeant took her. He has her but he has trouble chewing these days. I had to get away from both of them. When the major came it seemed a God-given opportunity.” 
 
    I nodded as the Quarter Master brought out the uniforms and boots. “You are both big lads so try them on now. I would like to eat too.” 
 
    “Corporal. Close the door.” 
 
    Their uniforms and boots fitted and carrying their old ones we left to return to the ship. “I am not sure about God-given, Richardson. The desert is hot and the Dervishes are a tough enemy. I saw one take two .303 bullets and keep coming.” 
 
    They both seemed happy about that, “Bring them on, Sergeant Major, this sounds like my kind of fight.” 
 
    Middy and I headed to the mess and he said after the two troopers had left us, “I am not sure I can handle being a corporal, Sergeant Major. All the men, James apart, seem more experienced than I am. How will they take orders from me?” 
 
    “First of all the orders will either come from one of the officers or me. From what I understand you will be the navigator of the group. Believe me, if they are as experienced as they say they are then they will realise that without you they could die. All of us have a part to play and it is the whole group that will succeed or fail.” 
 
    The corporal did look young but that was his face. He had a young-looking face. I could see that although the numbers of men I would be commanding were fewer it would not be an easy task. Chatting to Middy, as we ate, I discovered that he came from a naval family. He had joined because the rest had. None had ever risen higher than captain but that was a lofty position in any case.  
 
    “We have time until we reach Suez to make you aware of the way the army works but once we reach our base in East Sudan then the hard work will start. Can you shoot?” 
 
    “I have been hunting with my grandfather.” 
 
    I nodded, “That was more than I ever did and is a start. Riding?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major. I enjoyed riding.” 
 
    I was relieved. “As I said before your skill will be as a navigator. The desert has few roads. The rivers are the nearest we have to roads. You will be an expert. Do not be afraid to tell the officers or me if you disagree with the direction we are travelling. When it comes to fighting you listen to us. When it comes to making our way across a trackless sea of sand then it will be you who has the voice.” I was not just telling him to give him confidence. I meant it. 
 
    We started work after the midday meal and spent the time training the men on the foredeck. The Major taught them Arabic. The lessons were familiar to me. While he did that, I stripped down the Remington and put it together again. You could never do this enough times. I did the same with the Monkey Tail. Then we taught them about the desert. I had with me my keffiyeh and puggaree. I showed them how to fasten them. We also did drills with the carbines. They were drills to make them, particularly Middy, familiar with the weapons. Then we set sail and I saw the fear on the face of the former midshipman. He did not want to embarrass himself in front of the men. 
 
    As we pulled away, I said, to them all, “Now we are heading for sea. It will be a pleasant little voyage until we pass the Isle of Wight and then, well not to put too fine a point on it, some of you will be sick. I never was but then I am a Sergeant Major and we are never sick.” They all laughed. “Simple lessons for you: number one, throw up over the side. Two: as the corporal will tell you there is the windward side and leeward side. The windward side blows into your face. Do not hurl into the wind or you will spend the whole voyage dhobying. Three: being sick is not an excuse not to train. Four: if you are ready to vomit then do not waste time raising your hand. Find the leeward side and let rip. Bear up and behave like soldiers. Now, back to the training. Major?” Major Dickenson could not hide the grin. 
 
    Every day was like being back in school. We had to teach them things that they might have known once but had forgotten as well as new skills they knew nothing about. Most of them were sick but the Middy was no sicker than the rest and, indeed, his sickness diminished despite the mountainous seas we encountered off Le Havre. I wondered if part of the ailment was nerves and a fear of failure. I did not think he would have much sympathy from other seamen. Their language skills improved. The exceptions were Richardson and Kemp. It may have been their natural broad accents but it did not really matter. Lieutenant Hardy was a natural and the major and I were fluent. It would just make life easier when talking to Saeed and other Egyptians. The major had brought maps and we looked at those in the mess. It was there that I saw Middy grow. He saw things on the map that I had not seen and I knew that he would be a valuable asset. 
 
    When we entered the Mediterranean, the seas became calmer and the sun burned hotter. I had acquired some oil and I invited them to use it. Some did and some did not. When the ones who heeded my advice did not burn red, they realised that my advice was sage. Some of them also emulated me and allowed their beards to grow. The major and I had begun earlier than they had and by the time we neared Alexandria all of them had started to grow one. 
 
    Lieutenant Hardy had been the last to grow one. He came from a long line of soldiers with neatly trimmed facial hair, “I feel like a damned bandit, sir.” 
 
    The major grinned, “And that is perfect for where are going the land is filled with bandits. What better place to hide, eh, Lieutenant? We are not going to fight in nice straight lines with cavalry charges. We will sneak around, often at night and some of the things, I can guarantee you, will be less than honourable.” He nodded to me, “Sergeant Major Roberts has killed more men than anyone I know. By the time we are done, many of you will be rivalling him.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    When we reached Suez, it was not Saeed and camels who awaited us but Colonel Kitchener. I did not know who he was for he was wearing Arab dress but when the major stiffened as we descended the gangplank and said, “Step lively men,” then I guessed. He did not smile but began to speak to us in Arabic. 
 
    “Welcome to Sudan. We have another ship to take us further down the coast and then you will ride to your camp. It is Major Dickenson who will lead you on your exploration but I am the titular head of this unit and, as it is my concept, I would like to see it in action. Right?” 
 
    The ‘right’ at the end was an abrupt question and was there to catch men out. It did. Richardson and Kemp had been struggling to follow the Arabic and while the rest of us heard the word and snapped, “Yes, sir!” in Arabic, the two northern soldiers did not. 
 
    He pounced and spoke to them in English, “You two have failed to learn the language sufficiently well and I have a mind to send you directly back to England.” 
 
    They both stiffened and chorused, “Sorry, sir.” It was clear that as he was not wearing any insignia, they had no idea of who he was. 
 
    I looked at the major. He said nothing and that was not right. I spoke in Arabic, “Colonel Kitchener, not all men find learning a foreign language easy and Troopers Kemp and Richardson will improve. We have few enough men as it is without discarding perfectly good soldiers. The chances of our survival depending upon their language skills is negligible.” 
 
    His head whipped around and his eyes bored into me, “You must be Roberts.” 
 
    “I am Sergeant Major Roberts, yes Colonel Kitchener.” 
 
    He came close to me and that was a mistake for he was not a big man and I looked down at him. He was perfumed, not strongly but he wore something. “Are you going to be a troublemaker, Sergeant Major Roberts?” 
 
    “Me sir, no sir. I shall just do my duty as I have always done. These men are my responsibility and I shall do all in my power to see that they survive the desert, the Dervishes and anything else that is thrown at them, sir.” I never raised my voice and I did not challenge him with my eyes for I was walking a tightrope. From the corner of my eye, I saw the apprehension on the face of Major Dickenson. 
 
    He lowered his voice, “I have read your record, Sergeant Major, and it is a good one but know this. I command. You and this unit are an experiment. You are few in number so that you can be hidden, from friend and foe. You are also disposable. Is that clear?” 
 
    I looked him in the eye, “Crystal, sir, but you don’t mind if we survive, do you?” 
 
    He laughed for the first time, “That would be admirable. Now come with me and bring your gear.” Laden like the camels we would soon be riding, we followed him down the quay to a much smaller vessel.  
 
    As we walked, Lieutenant Hardy sidled up to me and said, quietly and in English, “You sail perilously close to the wind, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    Without turning my head I said, “My first responsibility is not to Colonel Kitchener but to the men we lead. I was not exaggerating sir, survival will be a sign of success, not medals on the chest. Kemp and Richardson will not need to speak Arabic as well as the colonel but this unit will need their fighting skills, sir.” 
 
    We boarded and then, without further ado, headed down the coast. He took the officers into a small salon while the rest of us watched Egypt slip by. 
 
    It proved to be a voyage of more than eight hundred miles. There was food on the ship but no cabins, at least not for rank and file. We made do with sleeping on the cargo. It gave us the chance to chat and get to know each other. The colonel and the officers kept apart. I suspect it was so that the colonel could let the two officers know all his plans. I had anticipated riding the camels this far and so I was pleased with the unexpected voyage. It took just over two days to reach the tiny jetty jutting into the sea. The voyage had become hotter and hotter as we had headed south and as we stepped onto the wooden jetty you could feel the heat through our boots. The colonel waved off the ship which would carry on south to Suakim. The colonel would be coming with us. 
 
    As we reached the tiny port, I heard the familiar snort of a camel and then the smell hit me. Waiting in the shade of a large colonial-looking building were the camels and the man I took to be Saeed.  
 
    The colonel turned and spoke as he had done each time we had seen him, in Arabic, “Major Dickenson, you and I need to talk to the commander of this small outpost. Saeed, show these men how to saddle, load and mount the camels.” He nodded at Richardson and Kemp, “Do so slowly for these lumps.” He said the words slowly and I saw the hands of both men clench. They had understood that much. 
 
    I nodded to the camels, “Right lads, let’s get our gear stowed away, eh? The cruise is over and it is down to work now.” 
 
    We hefted our bags and followed Saeed who beckoned us with his hand. He was wearing khaki but with no sign of rank. He also had a keffiyeh and a sword. That told me he had been an officer.  
 
    Saeed was a good teacher because he was patient. He told us the names of our camels as he allocated them. Mine was called Aisha and she was a female. I never had the affinity for a camel as I did a horse. They were fine beasts to ride and fast but they were not likeable. He made his own animal rise and then showed us how to saddle them. They were bigger than horses and it took longer to do. There was a scabbard for the carbine. I realised that I needed a second for my Martini-Henry. The carbine might be a useful weapon for a horseman but I liked the extra range my rifle would give me. An advantage of a camel was that being so much bigger, they could carry more. When we were on patrol, they would not need to be so laden. We managed to store all that we had brought on the camels and Saeed even taught us how to make the animals stand and, more importantly, sit. The sitting side seemed perilous. 
 
    The colonel and the major arrived just as Saeed was about to have us mount. He had taught us how to make the camel sit so that we could mount and then the command we were all dreading, how to rise. He was a good teacher and he advised us how to do this. He explained how the motion of the camel as it stood would sway us first one way and then the other. Everyone was an experienced horseman and understood that. When you went up a slope you leaned forward and when you descended, you leaned back. Although I was the least experienced, I was determined not to fall and I did not do so. 
 
    Colonel Kitchener nodded his approval and waving his riding crop led us south. Saeed took the halter of the spare camel and as the three officers rode at the front I rode at the rear with Saeed. “Corporal Dunn, place yourself behind Lieutenant Hardy.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “You were an officer, Saeed?” 
 
    He gave me a sharp look, “A lieutenant. Very astute of you, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “And I am guessing that you are still paid as one.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “It means that you are used to command and if the rest of us falls then you will take command and these lads will survive.” 
 
    He laughed, “So your challenge to the colonel was not merely political, you do care for your men.” 
 
    “Any officer who does not is doomed to die. Is that not so?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “How far to our camp?” 
 
    “It will take us three days to reach it. There is an old, abandoned fort. The walls will afford some shelter and it can be defended. More importantly, it is rumoured by the Dervish to be haunted and they fear it. We can travel from there to explore the land.” 
 
    “Do you know the land?” 
 
    He shook his head, “I am Egyptian. The rest of the men in my regiment were slaughtered when they were ambushed. We followed Pasha Baker. He survived, as did I but the rest of the men were butchered and their bodies mutilated.” 
 
    “And that is why you serve with Colonel Kitchener.” 
 
    He nodded, “We have the chance to hurt the Dervish. The colonel is a clever man, Sergeant Major. This handful of men is a secret but if you succeed then when he becomes a general and leads men to retake Khartoum, he can use the lessons learned to defeat the Mahdists. He knows that fighting in a desert is not like fighting as the British Army is used to. You have to live with the desert. He will make a good general.” 
 
    “General?” 
 
    “Colonel Kitchener is ambitious. I was an officer and I can see the signs but he is good.” He looked over at me, “You are riding as though the queen is watching. Relax and use your crop to encourage Aisha now and then. Camels are lazy.” 
 
    As the miles were eaten up by the loping camels I talked with Saeed about the land and how we might survive. “The problem will be the sheer number of men who we will have to avoid. At the moment we stand out as foreigners. We need to blend in.” 
 
    I nodded, “I know, keffiyeh and cloaks.” 
 
    “Yes, and the beards you are growing will help.” He nodded at Johnson who was drinking from his canteen, “And your men must ration their need for water.” 
 
    He was right, “Johnson, put your canteen away. You drink when I say and not when you feel like it.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sergeant Major. My throat did not get that order.” 
 
    “No comedians if you please. We will all drink at the same time and the same amount.” I turned to Saeed, “We need equipment that we did not bring. Water skins, cloaks and the like.” 
 
    “We will have to forage for them but do not worry. I know where we can get them.” 
 
    He was enigmatic but, for some reason, I trusted him. Losing all your friends would either give you a death wish or make you determined to best your enemy. I knew that in Saeed’s case it was the latter. 
 
    We were all ready for a rest when we reached the camp. There was a puddle of water that seemed to satisfy the camels. We unsaddled and saw to the animals before we began to organise ourselves. I saw the look of approval on the face of the colonel as I gave commands. “Corporal, get a fire on the go. I am assuming that we are still in Egypt and should be safe tonight. We will risk hot food and a brew. Poulter and Fielding, you will be on the first watch. You will be relieved in two hours.” 
 
    “Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Eliot and Smith, second stag. Dunn and Coupe third. I will take the fourth and the last one will be Richardson and Kemp.” It was not the worst duty, that was mine, but they both knew that it was a punishment. More importantly, the colonel knew it was too. 
 
    Major Dickenson came over, “The lieutenant and I should take a watch too, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Yes sir, and tomorrow you will but I need to see how these lads cope. You and the lieutenant are more than welcome to get up in the middle of the night and have a shufti.” 
 
    We ate a bully beef stew. There was no bread and no vegetables. It was just something warm and filling. While the days were hot, I knew that the nights were cold. The three officers sat apart and spoke, I do not doubt, about the strategic importance of our job. I was more concerned with the welfare of all of us. The voyage had been so pleasant that I knew the first night in the desert would be a shock to the system. I wrapped myself in my blanket and lay on a bed made of my greatcoat and camel blanket. It was smelly but softer than sleeping on the ground. Corporal Dunn shook me awake and the air vaporised before me. It was cold. 
 
    “Thanks, Middy. Anything?” 
 
    I saw his eyes widen, “There are snakes, Sergeant Major, and other creatures crawling about.” 
 
    I smiled, “They don’t have those on ships, do they?” He shook his head. “Shake out your blanket and greatcoat. Make sure there are none within.” 
 
    He and Coupe did as I suggested. While they prepared their beds, I made water and then walked to the tethered camels. All were asleep and secure. I walked around the edge of the oasis and seeing nothing stood still to listen and to smell. I sensed nothing and I leaned against a palm tree after first checking that there were no spiders. 
 
    I smelled Saeed before I saw him. He did not know where I was and when I stepped out his hand went to his knife. I held up my hand. He smiled, “You are good. I thought you might want company.” 
 
    “Very good of you, Saeed. I take it there are no enemy warriors close by.” 
 
    “It is only when we near Sudan tomorrow night that we need to be wary although they have been quiet in this area for a while. You can smoke your pipe if you like.” He wafted a hand, “It may keep the spawn of the devils from annoying me.” The insects were attracted to the water. I smoked and it was quite pleasant.  
 
    “You gave the men a short duty, why?” 
 
    “If I gave them a normal four-hour duty then not all would be used and some would be tired tomorrow. This way we have all lost sleep. I want no brooding resentment.” 
 
    The pipe went out and I checked my watch. Soon it would be dawn and a new day would start. 
 
    I shook awake Richardson, “All quiet. Wake me in two hours.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    The faces as the men saddled their camels told me that the first night in the desert and their first duty had been a shock to the system. Their rumps, unlike mine, had been hardened by horses for many years but we all suffered the same from the camels. The different gait and saddle meant pain in different areas. The second and third nights were slightly easier as the two officers took a duty too and we each had a shorter watch. The deserted fort had a name but we, as all soldiers do, renamed it Fort Desolation as a joke. As billets go it was not the worst but I knew, as we tethered the camels, that it would take work. That work had to wait until Colonel Kitchener had spoken to us. He was not one for encouraging words and his message was stark. 
 
    “You have managed quite well but tomorrow your real work begins. You have three months to discover where the Dervishes are gathering. Some of you may not survive. That is in the nature of war but know that you do this for your queen and country. Make them both proud of you.” 
 
    Saeed left with him but he promised me he would return with the skins and cloaks I had asked for. I did not like Colonel Kitchener but he was an officer who planned well. There were six tents waiting for us to erect. Two were large ones that the troopers would share and there were four others. I knew that Saeed would need one. 
 
    As the men unpacked them, I said, “We can share one if you wish, Middy. 
 
    He shook his head, “I do not yet feel like a corporal and the rank was unexpected. I know that you did it to protect me a little but I am made of a stronger character than you know. I will share with the other troopers.” 
 
    I nodded and then laid out the tents. There was plenty of room in the old, deserted fort and I left space between them. We erected the officers’ first, then mine and the spare. We all pitched in, including the officers and they soon went up. 
 
    Middy said, “We can do the rest, sir.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to the major, “I will go and examine the buildings, sir, and see what we can reuse. I will sort my tent out later.” 
 
    We had just tethered the camels, after unsaddling them and my first priority was to find somewhere secure. There was an old granary and the doors, whilst not perfect could be repaired. I knew that locals might wish to steal such a valuable animal. There was another building that looked like it had been a headquarters building and there was a repairable door as well as some furniture. Major Dickenson might like it. There was a bread oven situated close to one of the stone walls and a kitchen although there were no pans. The treasure I found was the old barracks. The roof had gone at one end and the beds had been scavenged for wood but there was a table and it would make a good mess. That and the well which, so far as I could tell, still functioned, were necessary for a comfortable life. I headed back to the major with the news. 
 
    “So, sir, if we are all happy about messing together there is a good mess hall, an office for you and we can secure the camels. If we have flour then we can make bread.” 
 
    “Excellent Roberts. Roger and I are not precious about eating apart. This unit will be one that will succeed or fail based upon us getting on.” 
 
    “I will go and unpack and then get the lads to make repairs and we can start the evening meal.” 
 
    “I would like to send out a patrol tomorrow, Sergeant Major. The sooner we start the sooner the colonel will have the information he needs.” 
 
    I nodded, “Might I suggest just half of the section, sir? We will still have plenty of work to do and Saeed will not be returned.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He looked at the lieutenant, “Perhaps it might be an opportunity for you to get to know the desert. Sergeant Major Roberts is an old hand.” 
 
    I have found that soldiers are very clean and like order. They were all happy to work in making a mess, repairing the granary gates and ensuring that we had a kitchen. The colonel, or more likely Saeed, had ensured that there was food for the camels and for us. Sam Smith nodded at the sacks, “If we get the bread oven in working order, Sergeant Major, then we can make fresh bread. Some of the oats meant for the camels will liven up the bread.” 
 
    “Good idea. That is your task for the morning.” I did not just supervise. Colour Sergeant Bourne and Sergeant Windridge had happily lifted mealie bags at the mission station and I knew that while I could do as the two officers did and watch men work, we would all eat sooner if I pitched in.  
 
    “When you have emptied the corned beef cans, we will wash them and use them as cooking pans.”  
 
    I also found that soldiers were good at improvising. Old nails were found and reused. We discovered a broken chest of old and rusted tools but some were salvable. We swept the mess and found as many benches and chairs as we could. It felt like a feast when we sat down to eat. All that was missing was the odd bottle of beer. We made do with tea sweetened with tinned milk. 
 
    After we had eaten and the mess tins cleaned, we sat around the table. I gave out the duty rota for the fort. It would be back to the four-hour duty rota but the ones who would be on patrol the next day were given early duties so that they could enjoy uninterrupted sleep. The major listed those on the patrol. Along with the lieutenant would be Kemp, Richardson. Fielding, Coupe, and Eliot. I had experience and I had the novice. They were all happy. 
 
    I had the first duty along with Coup and Kemp. The fighting platform had been damaged in places but it still made a good, if somewhat precarious place to watch. We had barred the entrance with the broken doors. Leaving Kemp to have the first stint at the gate I took Coupe around the rest of the fighting platform. It was just to get to know him better. 
 
    “Your name, Coupe, is an unusual one. Where does it come from?” 
 
    “France, Sergeant Major. My father served in the Crimea and fell in love with an English nurse. They came back to nurse my grandmother. He was a Chasseur and it seemed natural for me to join the cavalry. I envied him his action. He was in the Charge of the Light Brigade. His regiment helped to rescue the survivors. He said that they were brave soldiers but badly led.” 
 
    That confirmed what Trooper had told me. I was amazed by the links in my life. “And you are named James after your father?” 
 
    He shook his head, “No, Sergeant Major, my Scottish grandfather. At home, I get called Jamie.” 
 
    “Then tell the others.” I had heard them call him James but that was because that was how he had been introduced to them. 
 
    “I don’t like to make a fuss.” 
 
    “It isn’t about making a fuss. Your name is your identity. Don’t let others dictate the way you are called.” 
 
    It was a quiet duty. The purpose of the fort evaded me. There was neither a village nor an oasis close by. I knew that there had to be a reason for its erection but I could not fathom it. 
 
    The next morning I was up before dawn. I had asked Middy to wake me an hour well before the sun rose. I roused the troopers on duty and then the lieutenant. I planned on using the cool of the morning to enable us to ride further. We could come back after the searing heat of the sun. Malik had been a good teacher. I did not bother with my helmet but, instead, used my keffiyeh. I also took my Martini-Henry rather than the carbine. We still had the problem of water. I took two canteens. Until Saeed returned, we were a little vulnerable. 
 
    We ate and then mounted. The sun was still a faint glow in the east. When I had studied the map, I found that the fort was just outside the Dervish-controlled land. If we headed south along the road, then we would find whatever settlements there were.  I intended to use the road at first just to get our bearings but later we would go across country. That was where Corporal Dunn would come into his own. 
 
    I briefed them from the back of the camel. I included the lieutenant. He was a virgin in terms of active service. I could not risk the men, “We ride south. Kemp and Richardson you will be at the back. You have both seen action and have the most experience. I will ride with Lieutenant Hardy at the front. Fielding, you ride next to Coupe… Jamie.” I patted my rifle. “I have a bullet up the spout but I hope we do not need to use our guns today. Until Saeed returns with the gear to make us look like Arabs, we are all marked out as soldiers of the queen, even wearing khaki. When we return each of us will tell the corporal what we have seen. Lieutenant Hardy will keep a sketch of our route. This land must become as familiar to us as our own home. Watch for my signals. If I reach for my rifle then you do the same. If I whirl my arm around then fall back. Any questions?” 
 
    There were none. Even the two old hands looked worried and that suited me. The greatest danger lay in overconfidence. 
 
    We left the fort and headed on the barely recognisable road south. It was when the sun rose that I saw the purpose of the position of the fort. It lay on a slightly higher piece of ground and we crossed the caravan trail that led from the east to the west. Artillery could rain death on any trying to travel in either direction. That itch scratched I continued south. As the day grew hotter so the pace grew slower. We saw no one but the piles of dried camel dung told me that camels used the road. In itself that was not sinister. It could be merchants and did not necessarily mean Dervishes. I spied some green in the distance. 
 
    “Lieutenant that may be an oasis. If so, there could be water and shade.” 
 
    “Right, Sarn’t Major. I think we are all ready for a rest and a drink of water.” 
 
    “Yes sir, but, equally, it could be somewhere we might be ambushed. When we get close enough, I will take a look-see and you be ready to come to my aid if I need it.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you send one of the other troopers?” 
 
    “Meaning that I am more important than they are? It doesn’t work that way, Lieutenant. I am going because I have served in the desert before. I will happily let a trooper scout out when I am confident that they can.” 
 
    I smacked Aisha with the crop. 
 
    “Then by that token, you will have to be on patrol tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded, “Yes sir, and the day after too until all the men have been on patrol. If Saeed was here then he can share the load but the desert is not the place for a novice. I know that some of the lads want action. I will be happy for a fortnight of boredom.” 
 
    When we were half a mile from what was clearly a piece of vegetation, I held up my hand to stop the patrol. “If I open fire then come running and if not then wait for my signal.” I encouraged Aisha to move quickly and she began to run towards the stunted trees. I drew my pistol rather than my rifle and, as I neared the greenery, I wheeled her around. It was clearly uninhabited. I slowed her to a walk and headed to the centre. There was a patch of damp mud. It was an oasis but not one that could be relied upon. I went to the northern edge and beckoned the lieutenant. Aisha grazed on the foliage. 
 
    The troopers were disappointed when they arrived. Kemp snorted, “I thought the oases over here were places to get water and shade.” 
 
    Shaking my head I pointed up, “This is shade and as for water, Lieutenant Hardy will mark this on his map and one day when we come here, there might be water. See to your animals. Have one drink from your canteen and then rest. I will take the first watch. Richardson, you will be next up. How long should we rest, Lieutenant, two hours?” 
 
    He took the hint and nodded, “Two hours is fine and, Kemp, this will be marked as Kemp’s oasis.” He smiled, “Potentially useful but possibly barren.” 
 
    The others laughed and I think that Kemp was flattered that his name would be on a map. Having already tethered Aisha, I walked around the perimeter of the occasional oasis. I saw that it had once been bigger; there were signs of trees that had died further from the mud hole. Malik had told me that oases were not a guarantee of water. It would depend upon the season and who had used it. I saw no signs of recent occupation and deemed that the Dervish knew the waterhole was dry and would use other oases. 
 
    I had deliberately not taken a drink so that when I returned and nodded to Richardson for his watch, I was ready for it. The lukewarm water tasted like nectar. I took a sip and washed it around my mouth before letting it slip down. I took, in all, six sips. I saw that Fielding was smoking his pipe, “Harry, I am not saying you shouldn’t smoke your pipe but if you do it will make you thirstier.” 
 
    He took the pipe from his mouth and looked at it, “You are right, Sergeant Major. I should have realised that myself.” He put the pipe away. “It takes some getting used to this place. Why would anyone want to live here?” 
 
    I sat with my back to a tree. Lieutenant Hardy said, “People were born here and brought up in this land. For them it is home and they are used to it. They have no choice but they are making the best of it. I suspect that they can endure the conditions easier than we can and when it rains then it might well become a Garden of Eden.” 
 
    I did not contradict the lieutenant but I doubted that Sudan would ever be a Garden of Eden. 
 
    We continued south for two hours, marking on the map the signs of habitation. They were mainly abandoned mud houses. Some had been deserted for some time and the land was reclaiming the mud used to build the dwellings. I saw signs of other camels but there was no way of knowing if their riders were peaceful or belligerent. 
 
    It was getting on to dark when we neared Fort Desolation. The smell of the fires told us that they were cooking. It would also tell any Dervish scouts that it was now occupied. We rode in and the lieutenant went to report. As Coupe took the lieutenant’s camel’s reins the officer said, “Thank you for the lesson today, Sergeant Major. You stopped me from making a fool of myself.” 
 
    “You were fine, sir.” 
 
    He shook his head, “You led me like a toddler taking his first steps and I appreciate it. I would have run and fallen flat on my face.” 
 
    “Yes sir, and that is always a good lesson for you rarely do it a second time.” I led Aisha to the granary, “Right lads, see to your animals first and then have a good drink. You did well today.” I went to my tent and took off my tunic. We did not have water to waste on washing and so I beat the tunic with my hand, outside my tent. Clouds of dust rose. When I had removed most of it, I hung it over the chair I had found and repaired. I took my spare uniform. It felt and smelt clean. I took a cloth and wiped the worst of the dust from my boots. They were not shining but they looked better than they had. When I was off duty, I would polish them until they shone. I donned my forage cap and tucked my swagger stick under my arm.  
 
    I headed for the mess. The rest of the section, Middy apart, were in the mess. I looked at Major Dickenson, “Who is on duty, sir?” 
 
    “Corporal Dunn volunteered to keep watch while we ate.”  
 
    The smell from the stew was appetising but it was not right to leave the young midshipman on duty. 
 
    “I shall join him. Poulter, you and Smith can relieve us when you have finished.” I looked at the major, “My fault, sir, I should have organised a rota.” 
 
    Lieutenant Hardy shook his head, “No, Sarn’t Major, I am adjutant and that is my job. I will create one.” 
 
    “As you wish sir. We are all learning, eh? This is new to us all.” 
 
    As I walked to the wall, I reflected that we were a battalion in miniature. The difference was that in a battalion there were specialists to do particular tasks. Here we had to be jacks of all trades. As far as I knew I was the only one who had tended wounds and that made me MO. Lieutenant Hardy was right, as adjutant, he was the one responsible for the duty rota but in a battalion, he would have had a sergeant and corporal to help. When we left Sudan, we would all be better soldiers. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    I was pleased with the challenge, “Sergeant Major Roberts, corporal.” 
 
    “Advance and be recognised.” He had his carbine in his hands. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Quiet as the grave.” 
 
    I sniffed the air, “The smell of woodsmoke and food will carry across the desert. If the Dervish have any scouts out then they will soon know there are British soldiers here.” 
 
    He nodded, “How did it go today, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “We found a dry oasis and deserted homes but then we did not go far. In a week or so we will have to spend the night in the desert. That will be after we are familiar with the land thirty miles all around us.” 
 
    We sat in silence except that the land was not silent. There were creatures out there and as we were not speaking, we heard them. Far out in the desert, there was the scream of an animal taken by a predator. It was a warning of the dangers of the desert. Our reliefs came and the two of us headed for the mess. Those who would be riding on the next day’s patrol were already preparing having spoken to the men I had led. Every trooper was now a teacher. The major and lieutenant sat at one end of the table and Middy and I at the other. Saeed brought his tea over and joined us. 
 
    “Did you manage to fill our shopping list?” 
 
    He grinned, “The colonel was quite happy to authorise the payments. This,” he waved his arm around the mess, “is the only sign of British occupation. He wishes it to succeed. What you do here, Sergeant Major, is important.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He looked at the corporal, “And tomorrow you go on your first patrol.” 
 
    Middy used a spoon to finish the last of the stew and nodded, “I am excited and fearful at the same time.” 
 
    Saeed nodded, “That is good. Had you just been excited then I would have been worried.” He turned to me, “I issued the water skins, keffiyeh and cloaks to the men. They filled them from the well. Yours is empty but the well will have more water now.” 
 
    I had finished and I stood. There was water, somewhat greasy now, for me to wash up my mess tin. I cleaned it as best I could and dried it on the now grubby cloth. Lieutenant Hardy would need to organise that too.  
 
    I went to the two officers, “Sir, I am going off duty now. I shall need to prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
    Major Dickenson said, “You needn’t come tomorrow, Sergeant Major, we have Saeed now.” 
 
    “I know sir, and he is a good man, nonetheless, for the first week, I will be with the men.” My words left them in no doubt that argument was futile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    With Saeed and the corporal, we had two more men on the patrol that second day and I pushed the patrol harder. Once again, we had left in the cool of pre-dawn. This time it was the corporal who was making the map and he rode next to the major. I rode at the fore with Saeed and we took the road that led west. It was a better-travelled road and was the main caravan route. Saeed warned me that we might find Dervish patrols for they would rob any that was taking supplies to the Egyptians or the English. As we rode, he noticed that I had my rifle rather than my carbine. He had brought a spare scabbard for me but I had not yet had the chance to fit it. “Why do you bring the rifle, Sergeant Major? Surely it is harder to use from the back of a saddle.” 
 
    I nodded, “I do not intend to use it from the back of the camel.” I patted the Remington revolver. “This will do for me at the moment. I am a rifleman, Saeed and I am comfortable with my weapon.” 
 
    He patted his own pistol, “I prefer a pistol and a sword but I was an officer. I wish I had the skill to use such a weapon.” 
 
    We came across the first village just ten miles from the fort. Saeed said, as we approached the village, that they were unlikely to be rebels as they were too close to the Egyptian border. This was a true oasis and there were trees and tended fields. The villagers looked up fearfully as we rode into the village. Major Dickenson spoke to them while I scanned their faces for signs of danger. There appeared to be none. He told them that we were British soldiers and were there to protect them.  
 
    “They know that the British will offer protection while the Dervishes,” he shrugged, “their actions are determined by whoever leads them.” 
 
    As we rested and drank from our new water skins I could not help but notice that the villagers seemed happy. The families all worked in the fields but the children did so happily. There were squeals of laughter. These people had lived like this for centuries. They grew just enough to live and no more. If they ran out of food they starved and if the oasis dried up they would have to move. I thought back to England. Life was hard there but if you worked as hard as these people did then you would not starve. 
 
    We did not take their precious water and I think that made them warm to us. Certainly, as we left, there were waves from the children. 
 
    “They were afraid when we rode in for even though we do not wear Dervish clothes we could be taken for Arab raiders.” 
 
    “Arab raiders?” 
 
    “Yes, slavers. The Dervishes are not the only enemy in this part of the world. There are those who prey on such places. They are Arabs, who take slaves from here and then sell them in the east. They care not to whom they sell slaves. They have been taking slaves…” he spread his right arm, “since the beginning of time. I dare say they sold them to the Romans.” 
 
    “Then we should stop it.” 
 
    I was indignant. We had outlawed slavery more than fifty years earlier and I hated the idea of people being taken from their homes and made to work for another. Life in England was never easy but at least we had a choice and we were paid.  
 
    “It is like trying to stop sand running through your hands, Sergeant Major. The desert is like a sea and we cannot be everywhere. With the Mahdi and his men controlling the land, there is little we can do about it.” 
 
    “That does not stop us from trying though. I will speak to the major later.” At the back of my mind was the thought that stopping the slavers would make the Sudanese more likely to welcome us as friends.  
 
    “They have weapons and they will defend themselves.” 
 
    “I saw no guns.” 
 
    “That is because they kept them hidden but they would be to hand. That village is quite a large one in comparison to some of the others we will find. The smaller ones are easier for the slavers. They do not like to fight.” 
 
    We found another two villages on our journey west although the first one had been the largest. We used the shelter of the trees of the last village to eat and stay out of the sun for a while. I wandered over to watch Corporal Dunn making his map. I noticed it was far neater and more precise than Lieutenant Hardy’s. He had not written the names of the villages but instead marked them as Village 1, Village 2 and so on. I understood why. When Saeed had told us the names of the villages it had been their Arabic names. While we had been taught to speak the language, we had not been taught to write it. Lieutenant Hardy, without the aid of Saeed, had done the same. With the exception of Kemp’s oasis, the others had all been designated a number. 
 
    While we ate our rations Major Dickenson came over to Saeed and me, “Saeed, we will have to do it some time, how about we leave the road for the journey back?” He pointed to the north east, “We could get back more quickly and explore some of the desert. Corporal Dunn seems quite good at navigation.” 
 
    I nodded, “I think even I could get back to the fort from here sir, but there may be dangers we cannot anticipate.” 
 
    “You mean enemies?” 
 
    “Saeed has told me of slavers in the region. I do not think that they would take kindly to a British presence and we are a small enough section to make them risk an attack. We have camels and good weapons.” 
 
    The major had made up his mind. It was his first independent command and I think he wanted to impress the colonel, “Then it will be a good test for the men. It will keep them alert.” 
 
    I stood, “I will go and warn them.” 
 
    Middy was seated with the rest of the section under the shade of an old tree. “The major has decided that we will travel back a different way. We will not be taking the road. That means, Corporal we will be in your hands and for the rest of you we will have to be doubly alert.” 
 
    Middy grinned at me. I could see he was relishing his task. It was something in which he had a skill, “For my part, Sergeant Major, I am confident about the navigation part but we have yet to endure action.” 
 
    Sam Smith nodded, “Don’t worry about that, Corporal. We all joined up for a bit of action.” 
 
    In the event, it was an anti-climax. We reached the fort in a shorter time than we expected and it was still daylight. We saw nothing except for a couple of vultures circling to the south of us when we neared the fort. The major seemed happy that his risk had paid off. 
 
    As soon as we reached the fort and after we had tended to our camels, Sam went back to the bread oven. He was determined to get it up and running so that we could enjoy fresh bread. Jake went with him and I was pleased that the men were acting on their own initiative. I knew that would have been far harder in a troop or a battalion. Lieutenant Hardy had been busy in our absence. The gates were repaired and he had a notice board. The duty rota for the next fortnight was there and I saw that he had divided the duties equitably. The two officers invited Saeed and me to join them for a brew and a smoke. Middy was happily adding details to the map. Lieutenant Hardy had recognised his own deficiencies and from now on Middy would be the mapmaker. 
 
    The major must have been brooding from what he saw on the patrol, “Those vultures we saw this afternoon, I don’t like it.” 
 
    Saeed and I nodded but the lieutenant asked, “It is just vultures sir, what can they possibly signify?” 
 
    “Perhaps nothing but something was dead and it looked, from their position, to be close to the road. It may be an animal in which case when you head there tomorrow, you will find the bones of the beast that was killed. I want the corporal to go with you tomorrow. He is more use there with you, lieutenant. I will try to get the fort in a better shape to defend. As soon as it is I intend to leave two men here and take the rest to make a two-day ride and head deeper into Dervish territory.” 
 
    I knew he was right but it was a risk. I stood, “Very well, sir. I shall go and sort out my new scabbard.” 
 
    I used rope to secure it to the saddle. It did not look pretty but it was functional and it meant I now had two long-range weapons. I had never heard any soldier complain about too much firepower. 
 
    The lieutenant’s new rota meant that it was not exactly the same group of men who rode on that third patrol. Jake and Tom now rode with Jamie and Syd. It would do them no harm and meant that the lieutenant had the experience of Kemp with him. With Jamie, we had a bugle. I could not see why we would need it but it was a comfort, somehow. Sam was happy to be left behind and, as we left the fort in darkness, promised us fresh bread when we returned. I admired his optimism. 
 
    We found where the vultures had been hovering. It was the first village, Middy’s Village 1. When we rode in, we saw the two fresh mounds of earth. I nodded to Saeed who went to the south to check for tracks while I went north. “Take out your carbines and keep your eyes peeled.” The lieutenant dismounted to speak to the villagers who, recognising us, emerged from their houses. 
 
    The advantage of dawn when you are looking for tracks is that in the sharply angled light from the rising sun, they stand out more clearly. In this case, there were none. I spied the tracks of snakes and other creatures but nothing suggesting either hoofed animals or men. I rode back to the village.  
 
    Lieutenant Hardy had remounted and Saeed returned from speaking to the men. He said, “Slavers. They rode in yesterday afternoon. The two who were killed tried to stop them from taking their families. Although the men managed to drive them off the slavers managed to get two girls and a young boy who were weeding the far field.” He looked at me and added, quietly, “Children.” 
 
    “No tracks to the north, sir.” 
 
    “And none to the south, effendi.” 
 
    Lieutenant Hardy pointed west, “They headed for the next village.” 
 
    Corporal Dunn asked, “Do we need the rest of the men, sir?” 
 
    “We might need them but we can’t afford the time. We shall be on our own. Saeed, Sergeant Major, you two lead off.” The lieutenant was showing confidence and that was a good thing but I hoped we had not bitten off more than we could chew.  
 
    I knew that time was not on our side and I rode Aisha harder than I had hitherto. It felt like a wild ride but in reality, it was not. A racing camel can cover great tracts of land very quickly and once you worked out where to position yourself it was as easy as riding a horse. The vultures circling and swooping over Village 2 told us the story before we arrived. It was a smaller village than the first one and the slavers had spent the night there. The vultures scattered as we rode in, “Richardson, Coupe, ride to the far end of the village and look for tracks. Keep watch. Corporal, take the other men and look in the huts.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    Saeed dismounted and turned over the partially scavenged bodies, “It is the headman and his son.” He stood and looked west. “A well thought out slave raid although they failed at the other village, they were able to take this one.” He put his hand over the coals. “The ash is still warm. They left this morning and I know where they will be.” 
 
    Lieutenant Hardy looked at Middy’s map and nodded, “The third village. Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    “Corporal.” Middy and the other two came out of the huts. “Anything?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Remount.” 
 
    “Saeed, what will they do? Keep heading west?” 
 
    “Perhaps but there were twelve others in this village. Added to the ones they took from the first village and the ones they will take from the last then that is enough. They will head for Abyssinia and make their way to the coast. They will have a holding pen there and ships to take the slaves away.” 
 
    “Then we must stop them.” 
 
    I knew that Lieutenant Hardy was angry but we needed caution, “Sir, we can’t just gallop into the last village.” 
 
    “I know, Roberts, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “I will take Richardson and we will work our way around to the far side of the village. If you bring the other lads in, we can cut off their retreat and fire on them from two sides.” 
 
    Middy said, “Sergeant Major, what about the slaves and villagers, don’t we risk hitting them?” 
 
    “I trust the men, Middy.” I looked around at the faces of the others, “Just like on the range eh, mark your targets and squeeze the trigger.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I wheeled Aisha and Richardson and I headed north to ride around the village. I knew that we were riding the camels hard and there would be a price to pay but these were children. I thought of Griff and baby Jack and my resolve hardened.  
 
    With just two of us, it was easier to ride close together and I spoke to the veteran who, despite all his experience, had never fought in the desert or against Arabs. “This will be new for both of us. We dismount and use the camels for cover. Our job is to get their attention and allow the lieutenant and the others to surprise them. We mark our targets and go for the kill.” He nodded. In my head, I was trying to remember the layout of the small village which had less than a dozen huts. They were mainly concentrated around the green area. Their tended fields were spread out. As I remembered it there was a small paddock at the west end of the settlement where they kept their goats. We would use that as cover. The village was to the south of us and I knew where it was when we heard the firing. The old muskets that the slavers used had a distinctive pop. They had not yet taken the village. It was inevitable that they would but it gave Richardson and me a chance to get into position while the attention of the slavers was elsewhere. We rode for a mile beyond the firing and then I led us south, at a walk so as not to raise dust and the road.  
 
    We reached the road and dismounted. I took out the Martini-Henry and chambered a bullet. “We walk. I am hoping that, if we are unlucky enough to be seen, they might take us for merchants.” We had not seen many merchants on our way to Fort Desolation but the ones we had led their laden camels. 
 
    “How many do you reckon, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Saeed said that this is all about profit and I am guessing that there won’t be a huge number but whatever there is we kill.” 
 
    He turned to look at me, “We don’t take prisoners?” 
 
    “If they surrender then yes, of course, we do. Richardson, we are few in number. A wounded man can still hurt us. The corporal and Coupe are young lads. Do you want their deaths on your conscience?” 
 
    “You are right, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    The firing had stopped and as we neared the village I was grateful, once more, to Saeed for procuring the cloaks and keffiyeh. From a distance, we looked like Arabs. We were just one hundred yards from the village and the goat pens when we were spotted. I saw that there were at least twelve men with guns. We had not seen any guns in the village the previous day. Our appearance must have confused them for they did not react immediately. I saw them talking and that gave us time. 
 
    “Aisha, down.” My camel obeyed. Richardson’s beast was a little more unresponsive but eventually obeyed. I rested the rifle on the saddle and aimed at the nearest slaver. The slavers now knew we represented danger and moved towards us with their weapons aimed at the new threat. I squeezed the trigger and he fell. With luck, Lieutenant Hardy would be leading the rest of the patrol to attack the rear of the wall of warriors racing at us. It would be a real test for the young officer. This would be like Rorke’s Drift all over again. I had to keep loading and firing. The difference was that this time I had no bayonet on the end of my rifle. Richardson’s carbine made a different sound. We had practised with them but the men were not yet used to the unfamiliar weapon. His first bullet merely wounded the Arab slaver. I was using a familiar friend and each one of my bullets found flesh. I was aided by the fact that they were running towards me but I was calm inside. I trusted my rifle and my skill. Richardson soon got the hang of the carbine and the last man he killed was just ten feet from us. We did not rise. Both of us were too experienced for such an error. I saw Lieutenant Hardy and Saeed on their camels in the village. I raised my rifle in the air and Saeed acknowledged it. It was at that moment that one of the dead warriors rose like Lazarus and ran at us with his sword. Richardson fired from the hip and his .45 bullet smacked into the man’s chest. It made a hole as big as my fist. This time he was dead. 
 
    I stood, “Up, Aisha.” 
 
    Walking our camels in to the village we stopped at each body. It was partly to ensure that they were not feigning death but also to remove their weapons and search their bodies. I hung the muskets, rifles and swords from my saddle and stuck the daggers in my belt. I collected the coins and slipped them into my tunic pocket. 
 
    “Well done, Sergeant Major, Trooper Richardson. You made our job easier.” Lieutenant Hardy waved his hand at the other dead slavers. There were six in addition to the twelve we had killed. “No prisoners I am afraid, but there were no casualties amongst the villagers.” 
 
    I pointed to our laden saddles, “Sir, we have the weapons we took. We might as well give them to the men here, keep a couple for the ones in the first village. Better if they can protect themselves.” 
 
    “You are right.” 
 
    We left to trek back along the road to the abandoned village in the early afternoon escorting the survivors of the attack. There were too many of them to ride but the three taken from the first village were seated with Saeed, Corporal Dunn and myself. The little boy before me was silent. I spoke to him as I would Griff. By the time we approached their village, he had begun to respond and even laughed at a weak joke I had told. We would be arriving back at Fort Desolation in the dark but none of us minded. For the first time, we had done something worthwhile, something Christian. We had saved more than thirty Sudanese from slavery and eliminated a gang of slavers. No matter what Colonel Kitchener wanted us to do we would sleep easier that night and our food would taste better. We would have earned it. 
 
    As we neared the fort Richardson said, “The carbine is all right but your Martini-Henry is a cracking weapon, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “I have used other weapons but this rifle was with me in Natal and it has served me well.” 
 
    “Aye, that is what is important isn’t it? A soldier likes a weapon he can rely on.” 
 
    There was a buzz of excitement that night. We had been in our first action and not suffered any loss. We had done something worthwhile. The slavers’ supplies had been divided up and shared between the villages and ourselves. It meant we had something different to add to our corned beef stews. Sam had the bread oven and while the bread was not the best the smell and the taste were welcome.  
 
    I handed the purses we had taken over to the major. He shook his head, “This is a different war out here, Roberts. It isn’t a war where rules can be obeyed. You and Richardson can have them, spoils of war.” 
 
    Of course, that was not in either of our natures and what we had was shared amongst the others.  
 
    After we had eaten and while the dixies were cleaned and dough prepared for the next day’s bread I sat with the officers, Saeed and the corporal. The major was in an ebullient mood. One of the things we had taken from the dead leader was a box of cigars we found in his saddlebags. He and the lieutenant smoked them. I heard the banter from the kitchen as those making the bread argued about the proportions of flour, oats and rye that should be used. It was a healthy sign. 
 
    “We have proved that we can survive in the desert and I think we can range further afield.” 
 
    I looked at Saeed who gave a slight shake of his head. I nodded, “I agree, sir, that we did well today but it took its toll on Aisha and, if truth be told, the fort is still not defensible. If we go on a longer patrol, we need to know that the men we leave here can defend it.” 
 
    “You may be right. What say we have tomorrow as a day of rest for the animals and we all set to with a will and finish off the fort?” 
 
    I was relieved and saw that the others were too. 
 
    The major was still deliberating as he smoked a cigar and he spoke his thoughts aloud, “When we leave for the longer patrol who should I detail to stay and watch the fort?” 
 
    I knew who I would choose but it would be up to the major. I fiddled with my pipe to give the major the time to think. He sucked on his cigar. “Let us be logical. We need the Sarn’t Major, the corporal and Saeed as each of them has the skills we need to make maps and survive.” I saw him glance at the lieutenant and then back at me. “Roberts, you know the troopers better than anyone. Who stays?” 
 
    “You need two men who have experience and are not easily rattled. There are only two, Kemp and Richardson. Syd showed today that he does not get rattled easily and I think Kemp is cut from the same cloth. Neither will like it but they are good soldiers and if they come on the next patrol then they will be happy.” 
 
    He nodded and looked at the lieutenant, “And by the same token, Roger, I have to lead. I cannot in all conscience send a subordinate to lead the first overnight patrol. You can lead the next time.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I cannot lie, I am disappointed but you are right.” 
 
    The men were all happy with the decision to finish off the fort. Soldiers do not like a mess and although we had made improvements it was still not a satisfactory place to either live or to defend. Everyone set to and the ones who were not happy were the ones designated to keep watch. It was just two men each hour but when their duty was over the sentries worked harder than anyone. I thought back to the two redcoat regiments to which I had belonged. In both cases, there were slackers and skivers. The major had done well and we had none of those. We were a small section but that, in many ways, made for a better and more efficient unit. 
 
    The night before the long patrol saw all those who would be going packing what they would need. That meant all but three. We were not taking either tents or the spare camel and we had to take everything we needed on our own animals. I ensured that every man had at least fifty rounds. I had expended twenty in our first fight. It was a sign of what was needed. We each took a full waterskin, filled from the well, as well as our canteens. If we did not find an oasis then the water would have to last us and our camels for two days. We took food and that included leftover bread as well as fresh bread. Finally, we took our greatcoats and blankets. The three men we left would have to share the night watch between them. That meant the lieutenant being on his own for at least two hours. It would be as hard a test for him as leading the section to charge into slavers. 
 
    We left the fort at dawn and, having finished repairing the gates, their slamming had an ominous sound. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The major wanted to get closer to Khartoum. We were following the caravan route across the Nubian Desert towards the town of Berber. Berber had been held by the Anglo-Egyptian army. When it had fallen the guns had been captured. The major wanted to know what forces Colonel Kitchener would face. The colonel had the governorship of East Sudan but, in reality, that meant just the port of Suakim and a tiny garrison. It would be a year, at least, before he could start to retake this part of Sudan and to do so he would have to take Berber. That would be the first conquest he would need to make, and until we investigated it he would be blind. 
 
    Saeed suggested that we ride in single file. It was the way the Arabs travelled but the troopers were used to riding in companionable pairs. The major liked the idea. Saeed led, he rode behind Saeed and I brought up the rear. I did not mind although I had to endure more dust. The puggaree and the keffiyeh were wrapped around my face so that only my eyes peered out from what looked like the bandage of a mummy such as I had seen in Cairo. Riding at the back enabled me to see all the men and to reflect that we looked nothing like British soldiers. We looked more like the slavers we had fought. Sir Garnet Wolsey would not be happy. We defenders of Rorke’s Drift had been castigated by him for not standing in red lines and fighting like men. Had we done so then the disaster at Isandlwana would have been repeated.  
 
    That first day we also endured our first sandstorm. Had we been without Saeed it might have been a disaster but he recognised its approach and he had us stop, dismount, form a circle and hunker down behind our camels. When it struck, I was terrified for we entered a world of swirling sand. It was worse than any snowstorm I had endured in Wales. Had we not sheltered behind the camels then we might have been buried by the sand. It took an hour to blow itself out and when Saeed said it was safe to do so, we rose like sandy wraiths to shake away the sand. The road had disappeared and we were in a sea of sand once more. 
 
    Middy and Saeed were the ones who were the least worried about the storm. Middy took out his compass and pointed the direction we should take and Saeed found the road again. We could not see it but the ground was a little firmer on the caravan route that had lasted for centuries. We drank some water and then carried on west. We caught up with a caravan travelling in the same direction. It was going to Berber too and that meant that, even though we had overtaken it, the garrison there would eventually know that there were British soldiers in the neighbourhood. If we had tried to avoid them then the result would have been the same. In the desert travellers only avoided each other if one was a band intent on mischief. We stopped and the major spoke to the leader of the caravan. He asked about water and oases. We left and headed west towards a sun that was starting to set. We had not managed to travel as far as we would have wished. The storm had seen to that. We found an oasis, or what had been an oasis and camped there. The sandstorm had buried the water making it more like a mud bath than an oasis. Saeed assured us that by morning there would be water again. It might not be clear but the camels could drink it. 
 
    I asked about the caravan, “Saeed won’t that caravan catch up with us and try to use this oasis too?” 
 
    He shook his head, “They will know that it is here and they can use its water in the morning after we have left. You might be British but that does not mean that they will trust you.” 
 
    We camped with sentries and before my watch, I sat with the major and Saeed, “Tomorrow, Sarn’t Major, we should near Berber. We have to get close to assess the potential danger when the colonel begins to reclaim this part of Sudan.” 
 
    I gestured behind me with my thumb, “And we will have to be quick, sir. That caravan will be right behind us. How about we break camp early and leave the road? If we disguise our trail then we buy time. The caravan won’t know where we have gone and even if they tell the garrison that they met British soldiers we have a chance of evading them.” 
 
    The major looked at Saeed who nodded, “The Sergeant Major has a good plan. The road will be closely watched and may even be patrolled. The desert is not the place you seek British soldiers.” 
 
    “Corporal.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” 
 
    “If we leave the road and head into the desert how confident are you that you can find Berber?” 
 
    He took out the map we had been given. It was neither as good nor as detailed as the one he was making but it showed Berber, Khartoum and Suakim. “Fairly confident, sir. It won’t be like trying to find an oasis. There will be buildings that will stand out from a distance and I am now getting used to the desert. It is easier to navigate than at sea.” 
 
    “Good, then that is our plan. We leave an hour before dawn.” 
 
    I stood and walked over to the men and detailed their watches, “Smith, I will take the last watch, you can do the second. Middy you can do the first one now. Johnson, the third, wake me promptly.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I lit a fire when I was woken and put on a brew. British soldiers are always better when they have hot tea. In a perfect world, it would be cow’s milk laced with sugar but the cans of condensed milk we used were a reasonable substitute. I toasted a piece of the stale bread. I would smear some condensed milk on it in lieu of butter. We were all good at improvising. The sound of the crackling fire I kindled woke Saeed and I roused the corporal. By the time the tea was brewed, it was time to wake the others. We shook them awake.  
 
    “Jamie, cut down some fronds from the palm tree.” 
 
    As I was the one at the end of the column, I would sweep clear the trail. The caravan would see where we had lit the fire and assume we had headed along the road to Berber. While the others breakfasted, I walked Aisha along the road. I walked her for half a mile and then, after mounting her rode south until I found a rocky outcrop. I headed back to the oasis and dismounted to tighten her girths. 
 
    “What were you up to, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “If the caravan leader doesn’t see tracks, he will be suspicious. I have laid a trail that suggests we are heading south. It may confuse him.” I shrugged, “Every little helps, sir.” 
 
    We walked our animals from the oasis. It made it easier for me to sweep the sand with the palm frond. A mile from our camp and satisfied that our trail was disguised, we mounted and headed into the unforgiving Nubian desert. I had the men load their carbines for if danger came, we would need to react and react quickly. Corporal Dunn had grown into his role as navigator. He was no longer the diffident young man who was afraid of being sick before the troopers. He was now confident and offered suggestions to the major with all the aplomb of a veteran. When they held their hands up and we stopped, well before the noon break, I knew that we were close to Berber. There was a long abandoned and crumbling building that offered a little piece of shade and some cover. 
 
    I rode through the troopers. “Sir?” 
 
    He pointed to the west and there I saw a shimmering shape that had to be Berber, “We don’t need all of us to get close. I will take Saeed and we will close with the walls.” 
 
    “Sir, are you sure? I can leave Dunn in command here. This is a handy little place to defend. You might need me.” What I was really saying was that it should be Saeed and me who scouted but he was the officer and I saw him debating. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “He found Berber, didn’t he?” 
 
    He waved over the Corporal, “Are you happy to take command of the men here, Corporal?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I have watched Sergeant Major Roberts and I am learning.” 
 
    “Very well, Sarn’t Major. Get the men sorted and we will give the camels some water.” 
 
    If we had to run then we needed camels that would be able to travel quickly and that meant they should be watered and rested. 
 
    I waved the men over, “Use these ruins for cover.” I pointed the way we had come. “One of you will need to watch that way. Keep your weapons loaded and your eyes peeled. If all goes well then we should be back in a couple of hours and we can head back to the fort. On the other hand, we may come in like the light brigade. You need to be ready to give us covering fire and then mount and head back the way we came. Stay under cover. Have the camels lying down and hopefully you will all be invisible.” I looked at Corporal Dunn, “Today could be your coming of age.” 
 
    He smiled, “We won’t let you down.” 
 
    I liked that he said we.  
 
    We left it in single file. It was the wrong time of day to travel for the sun was at its height but that meant the garrison might be less observant. You saw what you expected to see. When we were close enough to see the gates of the fort and that they were open, we dismounted and led the camels. The Dervish flag flew from the fort. Around it, a sprawl of buildings showed where the people lived. There were tended fields between us and them. I hoped that they would disguise us. We stopped and Major Dickenson took out his binoculars. There was a danger in using them as light might reflect off them. The sun was directly overhead and I shaded the end with my hands. 
 
    He spoke to me as he scanned the defences, “They have Krupp guns on the walls. It looks to me like there are four on each wall and smaller armaments.” He moved the binoculars slowly, “I count just half a dozen guards on each wall.”  
 
    I could see that there were four towers and that one, the one with the flag, was taller than the others. That would be the one which had the best vantage point. Even without binoculars, I could see that it was unmanned. That did not surprise me as it would be the most exposed and the hottest. “There is no one in the high tower.” 
 
    Saeed grunted, “It is noon. The ones on duty are being punished. The rest will be in the shade.” 
 
    The major put down his binoculars, “Do we go closer or have we seen enough?” 
 
    Just then Saeed, who had not been looking at the fort but at the road said, “Major, the caravan we passed is approaching the fort.” 
 
    I frowned. The only reason why a caravan would travel in the heat was if there was danger. In this case, I suspect the danger was us. We had fooled them but in that fooling, we had piqued their curiosity. The caravan master would not risk angering the Mahdists and he would tell them that they had seen British soldiers to the east of them. 
 
    “Well, that puts the cat amongst the pigeons.” 
 
    “Sir, if we turn and walk away, slowly, they might not notice us. As soon as the caravan master reports to the garrison commander then noon or not, he will have them stand to and they will see us.” 
 
    “Right, lead on Saeed.” 
 
    We walked our animals back the way we had come. To all the world we looked like Arabs but anyone who saw us would wonder why we were travelling away from water and shelter. It could not be helped. Even as we walked, I realised that night was our best ally. We could travel better and more comfortably at night and we would be hidden. Our secret weapon was the midshipman. He could navigate by the stars and the one thing you could almost guarantee in the desert was a cloudless night. We had risked being seen by doing what we had done in daylight. We could have approached closer and not risked being seen had we come at night. We were learning all the time. 
 
    We had travelled just half a mile when we heard the bugle in the fort. Saeed said, “It is their version of boots and saddles, effendi. They are mounting men.” 
 
    The major was a risk taker, “We walk for another half a mile and then mount. We are not on the road and they may not look to the north.” 
 
    I was not convinced and I knew that by mounting we would become a larger target. We walked and each step took us closer to the section whose waiting carbines offered us some salvation. I turned and looked. A column of horsemen had left Berber and was heading along the road. Perhaps the major had made the right decision. I turned and looked in the other direction. Another, smaller column of a dozen or so horsemen had left the town from another gate and these were heading towards us, “Sir, I think we have been spotted.” 
 
    He turned and said, “Mount.” 
 
    I made Aisha kneel. That was the problem with mounting a camel. It was never fast. In the time it took to make her kneel the horsemen were two hundred yards closer. As we encouraged our animals to run, I glanced over my shoulder and saw that they were another hundred yards closer. Once they got into their stride then the camels would be able to go faster than the horses but until then we were vulnerable. When the guns behind us cracked it confirmed that we had been identified. It also told me of the calibre of the men who chased us. They were not disciplined. I could have risked pulling my carbine and firing one handed but that was a waste of a bullet and I had been trained too well for that. 
 
    As we neared the ruins, I saw that I could not see the section. They had done well and the horsemen were in for a shock, “Sir, ride past the ruins and our lads can hit them in the flank.” 
 
    “Right, Sarn’t Major.” 
 
    I slid the carbine from its scabbard. I would have to fire from the back of the camel and the shorter weapon would be my gun of choice. Glancing over my shoulder I was able to see that they were now just two hundred yards from us. Some waved rifles and muskets, presumably empty while others had swords and spears. All wore the distinctive garb of the Dervish, the white jibbahs covered with the coloured squares of material. A couple had shields hanging from their saddles. 
 
    It was as we passed the ruins that I saw the carbines of the section. As soon as Middy shouted, “Fire!” I wheeled Aisha and transferred the carbine to my right hand. The camel obligingly stopped and I rested my forearm on the saddle. It was not a rifle but I wanted to hit that at which I aimed. As the carbines of the section emptied saddles, I aimed at a rider to my left whose body and horse were protected by horsemen to his left. The carbine bucked and the rider clutched his shoulder. I chambered another bullet and this time shot his horse. He tumbled from its back. Although the men had emptied saddles the Dervish still wished to get at us whilst, in the distance, I heard the bugle of the horsemen on the road. They would soon come to the aid of their comrades. We needed to end this. I drew my pistol. I had not had the opportunity to fire the Remington pistol much but it had six bullets. I fired at the nearest men and in their eagerness to get at us, they made easy targets. All the saddles were emptied and the surviving horses wandered around the dead Dervish. 
 
    “Well done, lads, now mount your camels.” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Corporal Dunn.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “You and Saeed take the lead. Head north.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    The major rode next to me, “Well Sarn’t Major, we have the information that the colonel wants but it begs the question can we outrun these horsemen?” 
 
    “Just keep it steady, sir. I will ride at the rear with a couple of lads. If we get the chance, I will try to discourage them. Don’t wait for us, sir.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Fielding and Eliot, with me.” 
 
    While the men mounted, I reloaded my weapons and put them in their holster and scabbard respectively. The two troopers arrived as Saeed and Middy led the men north. I glanced behind. We had a lead of a mile and I hoped it would be enough. “We are the rearguard. If we get the chance, I want to hurt them and discourage them.” We began to ride. 
 
    Eliot said, “Ambush is a good idea, Sergeant Major, but there is no cover here.” 
 
    “There is more than you think. Make sure you have one up the spout and listen to my commands.” 
 
    Eliot was right if you thought about trees and hedgerows but what we did have were shifting dunes, hollows and wadis not to mention monolithic rocks rising like sinister spectres from the sand.  
 
    Aisha began to suffer. Fielding and Eliot’s camels had been rested while we had scouted. I was aware that I was going more slowly than they were. An hour into the chase and with the horses just half a mile behind us, I spied hope when the head of our column disappeared. They had to have dropped down into a wadi. 
 
    “You two be ready to stop when I say, turn and face the Dervish. Wait for my command.” 
 
    It was a wadi, an old dry riverbed from some ancient and long dried-up waterway. Saeed was leading the column east along the wadi. I stopped at the bottom and turned Aisha around. I drew my Martini-Henry and rested my elbow on the saddle. My trusty redcoat rifle was a comfort. If nothing else the halt would allow Aisha to recover a little. The horsemen appeared on the top of the wadi and they halted presumably to ascertain which direction we had taken.  
 
    “Fire!” I fired, reloaded and fired again. The two carbines cracked next to me. It had an effect and the riders pulled back. We had emptied a couple of saddles but, more importantly, we had made them slow. “Follow me!” I turned Aisha and we headed down the wadi. We had lost sight of the others but that did not matter. I was not Midshipman Dunn but I knew that our fort lay to the northeast and that the wadi, which had been a former river, would eventually reach the coast. Besides that, we had little choice. Saeed had chosen this route and it had to be for a reason. I could not see a way out and had to trust the Egyptian’s judgement. The hooves behind told me that the Dervish warriors were still following and they would now be warier. The afternoon wore on and I knew that Aisha needed rest and water soon. The wadi helped us in that it was relatively flat and there was little chance of us being outflanked but if we were to escape it then we would have to climb and therein lay the danger for as we climbed we would have to slow and invite a bullet in the back. We had to soldier on for there was no alternative. 
 
    Disaster came when we found that the wadi was blocked. Some flood had caused huge stones to fall into the dry riverbed and we had no other choice than to climb the sides. I turned and saw that the Dervish were just five hundred yards from us. Even with their lack of skill with firearms, the number of bullets that would come our way would surely hit us. We had to turn and fight. 
 
    “Dismount and shelter behind your camels.” 
 
    “Yes Sergeant Major.” There was no dissent in their voices. We were going to die but they would die well.  
 
    I made Aisha sit and rested my Martini-Henry across her saddle. I had a better range and my rifle barked and sent the leading rider over the back of his horse. The carbines fired next to me and I chambered another .303. This was Rorke’s Drift all over again. I would only survive if I could kill the enemy faster than they could travel. Their bullets were wide and wasted but they had swords and spears. Once they closed with us, we would be butchered for their weapons would be more use in close combat than ours. The wadi was narrow but the Dervish had spread out to try to get around us. I estimated that there were more than twenty of them. When they were just forty yards from me, I drew my carbine which had a bullet in the chamber and fired before dropping it and pulling out my revolver. I fired almost blindly at the wall of men and horses. 
 
    Suddenly a barrage of bullets came from the right. The carbines of the rest of the section opened fire and tore through the Dervish who had, until that moment, been anticipating victory. Barely six escaped and they galloped off back down the wadi. I stood, “Are you two alright?” 
 
    Tom shook his head, “We are but I don’t know how.” 
 
    I reloaded my revolver and pointed to the major, “They came back for us.” 
 
    We searched the dead and made certain that none were feigning before smashing their ancient weapons and taking swords and purses from them. We even found four horses and they were taken too. 
 
    We left the dead to the circling vultures and headed north and east. I rode next to the major, “Thank you for coming back for us, sir, but it was a risk.” 
 
    He shook his head, “We had to stop anyway after climbing the wadi and I realised that with you attracting their attention we could make a flank attack. Saeed reckons that there is an oasis not far from here.” 
 
    “It will have to be, sir. Aisha is all in.” 
 
    “As is mine. Perhaps we might have to take to the horses, eh?” 
 
    In the end, it was just a two-mile ride and darkness had fallen when we reached the tiny pool of water. It would have been foolish to risk a fire. It was not that we feared the Dervish, they would search for us but not until the next day, it was in case the flames showed other travellers where we were. From now on we would avoid contact with anyone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    We reached Fort Desolation in the middle of the morning. The ride down the wadi had shortened our journey back but we and our animals were weary. The smiles from the men we had left showed that they had worried about us and the horses invited many questions. 
 
    After we had seen to the animals Major Dickenson said, “The day after tomorrow Saeed, Corporal Dunn and I will ride to see Colonel Kitchener. We will stay overnight. Lieutenant Hardy, you will take four men on a patrol, at the same time. Backtrack along our route as it may well be that we have invited trouble from our Dervish friends.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    I was not sure that it was a good idea especially as it tied me to the fort. I was not in command, the major was. I had learned over the years to make the best of things. I first fed Aisha. She needed the rest and the food. Then I went to see to the Dervish horses we had taken. They were smaller than the horses I had ridden in Natal but they were sturdy beasts. It was an option we had not enjoyed before. I also changed my uniform. I would do my dhobying the next day. That evening we enjoyed a hot meal and fresh bread. Kelvin and Syd had experimented and the bread they had made was delicious. One of the things we had taken from the slavers was a clay pot of honey. The Arab to whom it had belonged obviously had a sweet tooth. That and the sesame seeds we had taken made delicious bread and the meal that night was like a feast. 
 
    I also enjoyed a smoke. Whilst we had been on long patrol, I had forfeited that pleasure for fear of giving us away but in the safety of Fort Desolation, I could enjoy it. Lieutenant Hardy had produced a new rota in our absence and Coupe and I were the first on duty. I would have the luxury of uninterrupted sleep. The gates were now secure and I enjoyed a good night of sleep. The major left before dawn to take advantage of the cool of night to travel. The lieutenant waited until dawn to leave. He took with him Kemp, Richardson, Fielding and Eliot. The first two were keen for action and the last two knew our route. 
 
    We all enjoyed the day in the fort. Little jobs like dhobying were a pleasure after being so close to death. The animals all appreciated the rest and this was the main reason that the major did not ride back to Suakim sooner. I hauled water from the well and did my washing, Mindful of waste after I had hung my clothes to dry, I shouted to the others that there was water for dhobying. As I had drawn and heated the water, they were not about to worry about the less-than-clean colour. By noon, our uniforms were drying and the bread was baking. I organised my tent. I liked order. Even the afternoon duty seemed almost pleasurable. I was able to survey the land around the fort and see, in the distance, the land we had recently explored. 
 
    The next morning, after waving off the two officers and their men and assigning Smith and Coupe to watch the gates, I set the other two off on mundane but necessary tasks. I walked around the fort to see that all was well. Shipshape and Bristol fashion came to mind. I smiled, Perhaps Middy’s presence had given me a new vocabulary. The sun began to climb into the sky. I would not say I was used to the heat but I could now bear it a little better although once it came to noon then I took shelter.  
 
    I checked the supplies. The major had not taken a list of what we needed and that was an oversight. We had used ammunition and that needed to be replaced. We had used a quarter of the bully beef. I wondered if we could hunt to augment our supplies. I dismissed the idea. I had not seen anything worth hunting. I went to the latrine and then headed back to the office. I was just about to organise food when we heard the sound of gunshots. The distinctive bark of the Monkey Tailed carbine told me that the lieutenant had run into trouble. I was in command and I had to make a decision quickly. I could not leave the fort undefended but there were just four of us. Smith was an experienced man. His attitude had shown me that I could make him, with the major’s approval, a lance corporal. 
 
    “Coupe, go and saddle two horses.” Horses would be quicker. “Fetch your bugle, carbine and waterskin. Smith, you are in command until I return.” I went to my tent and grabbed a medical kit as well as my weapons. 
 
    “Will two be enough Sergeant Major?” Poulter seemed genuinely worried. 
 
    “It will have to be. If we are not back by dark… well it means we have bought it and you have to hold the fort until the major returns.” 
 
    Smith had his weapon in his hand, “The fact that we can hear the firing, sir, well it means that they are close.” 
 
    “Sound travels a long way, Smith. Bar the gates when we have gone and stand to.” 
 
    “Right, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I grabbed the carbine and slung it over my back. I had no scabbard on the saddle and it would mean I could just take one lot of ammo. I put the bandolier across my chest. I knew I looked like some sort of bandit but we had no choice. Jamie brought the horses and I hung my water skin and canteen from the saddle. We mounted and as we left the gates were slammed ominously behind us.  
 
    The desert could deceive and so I followed the tracks of the camels. I knew the route in any case. The horses were good ones and responsive to the touch. I saw that Jamie was happier with the horse than he had been with the camel. That confidence would help. The firing was sporadic and did not appear to move. That led me to believe that the patrol was not moving. It reassured me. The men who had followed the lieutenant were solid chaps. They had fifty rounds of ammunition and they would know that if they could hold an enemy off until dark, they had a chance. We travelled four or five miles. As we neared the firing and I saw smoke rising in the air from the Arab muskets, I slowed. As much as I wanted to get to the patrol as soon as possible I did not want to rush in and get young Coupe killed. 
 
    The Dervish must have been using muskets for I saw the smoke in the distance. Black powder did that. I could not see camels or the men. I tried to remember the land ahead. When we had travelled back, I had been so concerned that I had not taken as much notice of it as I could. It came as a flash of inspiration. There had been a jumble of rocks and some scrubby bushes six miles from the fort. By my estimation, we were now about that distance from the fort. I wondered why the attack had taken place so close to the first and then dismissed it. The reason mattered not. The sounds of the Webley pistol and the Monkey-Tailed carbine were reason enough to get to the aid of the beleaguered patrol. 
 
    “Coupe, I think I know where they are. I intend to sweep around and take the Dervish in the rear. Follow my lead and stay close. Have your carbine ready with a bullet up the spout and if I open fire then you keep firing as fast as you can. We need them to think that we are a relief column. Your bugle will come in handy.” 
 
    I thought it unlikely that they would fall for such a simple trick but Coupe needed confidence. He had craved action but this was more than he had bargained for. We headed away from the firing and then I turned and looked towards the firing. I spied something I had not seen the previous day, there was a rock that was higher than the ground around it. It looked to me to be unoccupied. I wheeled my horse and led Coupe towards it. We reached its base and I realised that the firing was very close to us. By my estimate, it was on the other side of the monolithic rock. “Coupe, stay mounted. I have an idea.” I handed him the reins of my horse and with my carbine cocked made my way up the rock. It only rose twenty or thirty feet but it was relatively smooth. Close to the top I lay down and bellied my way across. The rock was only slighter higher than the rocks around but it gave me a good view. I saw when I peered over the top that the patrol was trapped four hundred paces from me. The Dervish were between me and the patrol. I saw two dead camels and the body of Tom Eliot. The huge pool of blood told me that he was dead. I saw the flashes from the muzzles of at least three weapons and that told me that at least three had survived. I could not see the other camels. Between us were at least twenty Dervishes. There might have been more hidden in the rocks. They had two men holding the reins of their horses. Four bodies told me that the patrol had exacted revenge for Eliot’s death. They were just one hundred and twenty yards from me. If they bothered to look around then they would see me. I knew that the Dervishes were just trying to keep the patrol pinned down. Nightfall would see an end to the standoff and it would be a bloody one. 
 
    I slithered back down. “Jamie,” I pointed to the north, the direction of Fort Desolation, “Ride back half a mile and then turn around and sound the charge. Sound it for a hundred yards and then head to the west for a hundred yards. Do the same and then ride as fast as you can back here and join me.” I wanted to confuse the Dervishes. 
 
    “Right, Sergeant Major.” He trusted me, that was clear from his face but I wondered if I had bitten off more than I could chew. On the bright side if I failed then there might be one survivor to ride back to the fort. I tethered the horse to a rock and then clambered back up. I wished I had brought my Martini-Henri but it was too late for that. I made my way back up to the crest and hid below it. I opened the flap on my revolver and then placed six bullets for the carbine on a flat piece of rock. Taking a deep breath I moved to the crest. The duel was still going on. The dead camels told the Dervish that the patrol could not flee and they were being patient. They only fired at the muzzle flashes. A ball ricocheting off a stone could send splinters that could blind. I waited until I heard Jamie’s bugle. I heard a cheer from our men and the Dervish looked around. I had their attention. I hoped that my trick might make them flee but I was not going to take any chances. I aimed at one of the horse holders. I heard a conversation between the Dervish. They were a long way off but I made out the words, “Finish” and “off”. When the second bugle call sounded, I saw them all load their weapons as they prepared to attack in force. I shot one of the horse holders and then after reloading took aim at the second. The horses were well trained for they did not move at first but when I hit the second horse holder then two of the horses ran and the others started to follow. It was then that they realised they had an attacker in their rear for the horse holders were protected by rocks and bushes. I managed one shot before a fusillade of musket balls and bullets smashed into the rocks. Splinters shot into the air and I ducked. I reloaded and risked taking a second shot. I managed to hit one Dervish in the arm. Shooting the horse holders might have been a mistake on my part as the horses had fled and the Dervish had no choice other than to kill us and take our animals. 
 
    The patrol must have realised that help had arrived for they began a fusillade of their own. I only heard three weapons and that confirmed that another had been wounded or killed. I raised my head and fired again. This time a shard of stone gouged a line along my cheek but I wounded another Dervish and I saw another spread his arms as he was shot in the back from the other side.  
 
    “Coming, Sergeant Major.” 
 
    I heard Jamie making his way up. I fired my carbine again and then, to give him a chance to get in position I drew my revolver and fired almost blindly into the Dervishes. I was rewarded with one scream of pain. Then I heard the voice of Lieutenant Hardy, “They are coming to flank you.” He could see what I could not. 
 
    Grabbing the bullets I had not used I said, “Back down to the horses.” I wondered why the lieutenant was not taking advantage of their splitting their forces and coming to our aid. There had to be a reason. As we reached the bottom and the two animals, Dervishes appeared from both sides. I had no time to count. I fired my carbine from the hip. I regretted emptying my pistol. Jamie fired his carbine and the closest Dervish to him fell. He had heeded my orders and had reloaded and fired before me. The problem I had was that in the time it took to reload they could close with me. Even worse was the fact that they were armed with swords and once they closed with us, we would be mincemeat. When I shot the next one his companion was so close that I had no chance to reload. Instead, I blocked the blow with the carbine. I stopped the blow but the carbine was ruined. As he lifted his sword for another strike, I smacked him in the face with the butt of the carbine. He reeled and I grabbed the barrel to use it like a club. It was searingly hot and I felt my palms burning. I gritted my teeth and swung it as he swung the sword. The two weapons collided. I saw, out of the corner of my eye another Dervish coming at me with a spear. He would skewer me. I drew my bayonet as I threw the ruined carbine at my swordsman. I ran at him for he, quite naturally, ducked when the carbine came at him. Would I reach him with the bayonet before I was speared by the spearman? Fate intervened and my foot slipped in the puddled blood from one of my earlier victims. The sword swung over my head. Falling forward my bayonet drove into his thigh. He screamed as the sword bayonet sliced into flesh before ending his pain as it severed his femoral artery. I twisted as I fell and that was just enough to put off the spearman. The spear still struck me but it hit the leather of my holster first. It scored a line across my side but the holster had saved me from a worse wound. I felt it slice into flesh but it did not seem to incapacitate me. I grabbed the haft of the spear and pulled. His natural momentum brought him close and I whipped the edge of the bayonet across his throat. Grabbing the fallen sword I ran at the two men who were trying to end Jamie’s life. He was using his bayonet like a sword but, like me, he was wounded. I drove the sword left-handed into the back of one of his assailants and then slashed at the leg of the other. I struck flesh and that allowed Jamie to end the Dervishes’ life. 
 
    I put my bayonet back into its scabbard and laid the sword on the ground. I could still hear firing from the other side. I reloaded my pistol.  
 
    “Coupe, can you load your gun?” He nodded, “Then reload it and stay here. Watch the horses.” 
 
    “Sergeant Major, you are wounded.” 
 
    I put the back of my hand to my cheek, “Looks worse than it is and it is not my first wound.” I picked up the sword in my left hand and then made my way back around stepping warily over the bodies of the dead in case any had feigned death. As I came around the other side, I saw that there were still eight Dervishes left alive. I did not hesitate and I fired into the back of the nearest one. The sound of my rifle told them where I was and they whirled around. A bullet from the patrol struck one man in the back and my bullet hit another. I saw the ancient musket rising as a Dervish took aim while another ran at me with a sword. My revolver cracked and I just had time to sweep aside the sword with my own. I managed to cock the revolver and I fired it at the Dervish whose body was so close to me that the force of the gun threw him back. Even as I cocked the pistol, I knew that one of the two remaining Dervishes would end my life. I raised the Remington to aim at the nearest one when the second one’s head disappeared as Jamie blasted him. My bullet hit the other a heartbeat later. They were all dead. 
 
    I reloaded the revolver and said, “Thanks, Coupe, you saved my life.” 
 
    He grinned, “Just paying back the favour.” 
 
    “Watch my back. Lieutenant Hardy, Sergeant Major Roberts coming in.” 
 
    “Come ahead.” 
 
    I walked carefully, making sure that the dead were dead. When I reached the rocks, I saw that Harry Fielding was dead and Kelvin Kemp was in Syd Richardson’s lap. Blood oozed from the side of his mouth, “I knew you would come. I told you, didn’t I, Syd? I said, for an Englishman, he was a good ’un” 
 
    “Aye, you did, Kempy, now keep quiet while we tend to your wound.” 
 
    Shaking his head he removed his hand from his stomach. He had been holding in his entrails, “I am a dead man.” His eyes rolled back into his head, and he died. 
 
    “The lieutenant is hurt too.” 
 
    “Coupe, find bandages.” We were a mess. The lieutenant had taken a bullet to the leg and I saw that Richardson also had a wound to his leg. I took my bayonet and cut the lieutenant’s breeches. I put my hand around the back. The bullet or the ball had gone clean through. Jamie handed me a bandage. We had powder to disinfect and I took it from the kit and doused the wound. The young officer winced. I smiled, “It is in the wrong place to impress the ladies sir.” I wrapped the bandage around the wound and put the safety pin through it. “Right, Richardson, let’s have a look at you and then I will deal with Coupe’s.” 
 
    “I am alright Sergeant Major.” 
 
    “Let me be the one who decides that eh?” In his case, the bullet had scored a line along his knee. It would hurt and when it had healed would react badly to cold weather but it would not end either his life or his career. Jamie’s looked awful for the sword had sliced through to the bone and would hurt like blazes but the former Dragoon Guard had tied a tourniquet and he would not lose the arm. His wound took longer to tend but I was happy with the result. 
 
    “You are the one who can walk. Fetch the horses and the camels. I want us back in the fort before dark.” 
 
    Lieutenant Hardy shook his head, “This is all my fault. Three men are dead because of me.” 
 
    I used some of the water from Fielding’s canteen to clean the worst of the blood from my face. I would have to leave the cut to my side until we reached the fort. My burnt hands did not help me. The skin had already tightened. I was just grateful that the cut to my side was giving me no trouble although I felt a tiny trickle of blood. I could tend to that back at the fort. “The Dervishes killed these three men, sir. They died doing their duty and facing the enemy.” 
 
    I stood and felt a little dizzy as I did so. I guessed that was the loss of blood. I steadied myself and looked around at the ambush. One horse forlornly wandered around. I walked over to it, clucking and it came to me. I took its reins and led it back. 
 
    “Here you are, Lieutenant, this will be easier to mount than a camel.” Syd used his carbine like a stick and pushed himself up. I took the lieutenant’s hands and lifted him to his feet as gently as I could. He winced. “Just take it steady, sir.” 
 
    Jamie brought the other animals over and helped Syd to the back of one of the horses. The lieutenant could not mount alone and I had to help him. My dizziness returned. The hardest part was loading the three bodies on to the backs of the camels. Neither Jamie nor I were whole and it took it out of me. I winced. 
 
    “You alright, Sergeant Major?” 
 
    “Thanks, Coupe, you are a good lad. I am fine and a nice brew back at the fort will have me as right as rain.” 
 
    I mounted the horse I had ridden to the rescue and Jamie mounted a camel. The two of us took the reins of the camels with the bodies and we headed back to the fort.  
 
    The lieutenant insisted upon leading and I rode at the rear with Syd, “What happened, Richardson?” 
 
    He kept his voice low, “A mixture of bad luck and bad decision making. We rode a few miles south of where you found us and stopped where the major organised the ambush. Tom told us. We were tootling about looking for tracks when a snake came out. The lieutenant shot it. We should have turned and headed back then but the lieutenant decided to have an early water and food break. Harry was the one who saw the Dervishes. He shouted a warning and we mounted and tried to leg it. That was when he was wounded but he soldiered on. It became a running fight. We were lucky that the Dervishes were such poor shots but they had men waiting for us at that big rock where you found us. They fired a volley and got lucky. Tom Eliot and two camels bought it straight away. Kelvin broke his leg when he fell. The lieutenant went to help him and he was hit. I was helping Kemp to the rocks when we were both hit. A Dervish ran from nowhere and slashed at Kempy while he lay there. His wound must have been worse than mine.” He shrugged. “We had a good position and I knew that you would hear the sound of the fight. We just had to hold them off. We conserved our bullets. They tried to rush us a couple of times but with the lieutenant’s pistol we held them off. As soon as we heard the bugle, I knew we were saved.” He chuckled, “A clever trick that. You are a mad bugger, Sergeant Major Roberts, coming for us with just a lad like Jamie.” 
 
    “He did more than alright. He fought two Dervishes who had swords with just his carbine.” 
 
    Richardson nodded, “Aye, I never thought I would say it but a sword would be handy, and a pistol too.” 
 
    “Jamie, sound recall so that the fort knows we are coming in.” 
 
    As the notes echoed across the desert, I suddenly felt tired, like the only thing I wanted to do was to crawl into my bed and sleep for a week. I did not feel old but, as the fort hove into view, I felt weary beyond words. The sun was setting behind us and the fort was a dark shadow as we limped into the safety of its walls. I dismounted the horse and patted its neck, “I don’t know your name but you are a game ‘un.” I put my nose next to his head and suddenly blackness overtook me. I seemed to be falling. 
 
    I spied a light and then saw a face appear. Annie came to tend to me. She shook her head, “Always too brave, aren’t you?” She mopped my brow with a cloth. The smell of her took me back to that one time in the room in Shrewsbury. 
 
    “Are you back now or am I dead?” 
 
    “You can’t die, Jack, Griff needs you.” She began to fade. 
 
    “Annie!”  
 
    The darkness came again and I found myself falling again. I tumbled around and around. This time there was no Annie to give me succour. I heard a man’s voice say, “Fetch the fire. We have one chance to save him.” There was a pain like I had never experienced in my life and I smelled burning flesh. Then all went black. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Suakim 
 
    Someone held my wrist; their fingers were soft and I could smell disinfectant. “His pulse is stronger, doctor.” 
 
    “Get the smelling salts and let us see if that will rouse him.” 
 
    I forced my eyes open and tried to speak. It came out as a croak. “He is awake!” There was an Egyptian orderly and he waved over the doctor. 
 
    The doctor smiled, “Well, Sergeant Major Roberts, you had us worried. The Governor will be pleased you have not died.” I tried to speak but failed. “Ismail, give him some water.” The doctor patted my arm, “You are made of strong stock Sergeant Major.” 
 
    As Ismail let me sip water he spoke to me, “We have tended you for four days since you were brought here.” He shook his head, “Your burnt hands and slashed face were bad enough but it was the wound to your stomach that almost cost you your life. You have bled badly. Your Corporal saved your life. He saw the wound when others thought it was your head and he managed to stem the bleeding with fire. You were brought here more dead than alive. Your companions are recovering in another part of this hospital.” He leaned in, “I think that there will be a leave.” He smiled, “You cannot go to war again for a while, that is for certain.” He stood, “Now lie back and I will fetch you some soup. It is too early for solid food.” 
 
    “And a cup of tea.” 
 
    He laughed, “Of course a cup of tea. Where would the British Empire be without tea?” 
 
    I was too weak to sit up unaided and so I stared at the ceiling. I had almost died. The dream of Annie told me that. It also made me think of the afterlife. Had it been a dream of my own making or were the spirits of the dead just waiting to come to our aid when we needed them? I had lapsed in my prayers and perhaps it was now time to begin them again in earnest. 
 
    The orderly helped me to sit up and that made me feel less like an invalid. The soup was adequate but the sweet tea really helped. Ismail told me that my companions had been discharged and were awaiting passage back to England. The last place I wanted to be was in a hospital bed and I determined to get out and join them as soon as possible. If nothing else an early discharge meant I would see Griff and my family sooner. 
 
    It was early evening when Colonel Kitchener came to see me. He shook his head, “You have steel in you, Roberts. You should be dead but you hung on beyond all hope.” He nodded at my uniform hanging from a rail, “You will need time to recover. You are to be sent home as soon as possible and given a three month leave and you have been awarded a bar for your DSO. If it was in my power then it would have been more but…You and your companions proved my theory. British soldiers can survive behind enemy lines and beat the Dervish at their own game. There is now a troop at your fort,” He chuckled, “Fort Desolation! I love the humour of the common soldier. Major Dickenson is training them. He sends his best as does that enterprising corporal. It will not be long before he is a sergeant.” 
 
    “He should be an officer, sir.” 
 
    A frown flickered on his face and then disappeared as he smiled, “Still trying to tell me how to run my affairs eh?” 
 
    “No sir but I recognise leaders and Dunn is a natural one.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Now is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yes sir, get me on that transport home with the others. That will be the best medicine.” 
 
    “I would say that is the doctor’s decision but perhaps you are right. Certainly, you and the small band of brothers at Fort Desolation achieved far more through fighting for each other than many an army. I will see what I can do.” 
 
    Three days later, with the other walking wounded, I watched the coast of Africa slip by as we headed north to the Suez Canal and home. 
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    Glossary 
 
    Butty (pl butties) - 19th-century slang for close friends 
 
    en banderole – worn diagonally across the body 
 
    Dhobi (n)– washing (from the Indian) dhobying (v) 
 
    Fellah- An Egyptian soldier, the equivalent of a private in a British regiment 
 
    Half a crown - two shillings and sixpence (20 shillings to the pound, 12 pennies to a shilling) 
 
    Laager- an improvised fort made of wagons 
 
    Lunger - nickname for the sword bayonet 
 
    Puggaree – a cloth tied around a helmet 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Historical Background 
 
    Like many people my age I first came to know about Rorke’s Drift through the superb film Zulu. It inspired Keith Floyd to join the Guards! That too came alongside a British disaster, Isandlwana. Both the charge of the Light Brigade and the disaster at Isandlwana have much in common. Whilst the leadership and planning were appalling the behaviour and courage of the ordinary rank and file could not be questioned.  
 
    This book is about life as soldiers, ordinary soldiers. The soldiers of the Queen did not care who they were fighting they just knew they were fighting for their Queen and country. That idea may seem a little old-fashioned now but I am not rewriting history, I am trying to show what it might have been like to live in 19th Century Britain. The British Army saluted with their left hand until the First World War. The weapons used are, according to my research (see book list) the ones used in the period. 
 
    Many men joined the army as a softer option than the incredibly hard and dangerous work in the factories. I worked in an iron gang in the 1970s and I can attest to the hard work even then. I tended presses that reached 3000 degrees and needed the consumption of gallons of squash during each shift. How much harder would it have been a hundred years earlier? I was working an eight-hour shift while ten and twelve-hour days were the norm a hundred years earlier. 
 
    Anyone who has researched their family history in the nineteenth century and looked at the census records will know how even relatively well-off factory workers rented or boarded. Four and five to a bed was the norm. We take so much for granted today but even in the 1950s life was hard and had a pattern. With coal fires, no bathroom, an outside toilet, no carpets and little money for food then it was closer to life in the 1870s. Offal was often on the menu and you ate what was there. Nothing was wasted. Drinking beer and smoking were not considered unhealthy pastimes. There was a teetotal movement but it was only in the latter part of the nineteenth century that the water the people drank became healthy. Until then it was small beer that was drunk. 
 
    This series will continue but unlike my British Ace Series and my WW2 one, I will not be working my way through wars. I intend to look at how British soldiers served this country and how their lives changed as Britain changed. 
 
    One reason why the attempt to relieve Khartoum failed, apart from the usual vacillations of the politicians, was that the main army travelled by boats which had to be unloaded and carried over the cataracts and the smaller, allegedly faster relief force led by General Stewart, marched in square and took ten days to cover one hundred miles. 
 
    The British NCOs who were recruited to retrain the Egyptian army were the Sergeant Whatsisnames made famous by Kipling. They did a good job. Every officer who volunteered was given the ranks of major so that no Egyptian officer could give them orders. 
 
    The skirmish at Kassassin was immortalised in a poem reminiscent of Tennyson’s Charge of the Light Brigade. 
 
    AT KASSASSIN 
 
      
 
    Rained on all day by the sun, 
 
    Beating through helmet and head, 
 
    Through to the brain. 
 
    Inactive, no water, no bread, 
 
    We had stood on the desolate plain 
 
    Till evening shades drew on amain; 
 
    And we thought that our day's work was done, 
 
    When, lo! it had only begun. 
 
      
 
    'Charge!' And away through the night, 
 
    Toward the red flashes of light 
 
    Spurting in fire on our sight, 
 
    Swifter and swifter we sped. 
 
    'Charge!' At that word of command, 
 
    On through the loose-holding sand, 
 
    On through the hot, folding sand, 
 
    Through hailstorms of iron and lead, 
 
    Swifter and swifter we sped. 
 
      
 
    Thud! fell a friend at my hand; 
 
    No halt, ne'er a stay, nor a stand. 
 
    What though a comrade fell dead? 
 
    Swifter and swifter we sped. 
 
      
 
    Only the red, flashing light 
 
    Guided our purpose aright; 
 
    For night was upon us, around, 
 
    Deceptive in sight as in sound. 
 
    We knew not the enemy's ground, 
 
    We knew not his force; 
 
    But on, gaining pace at each bound, 
 
    Flew man and horse. 
 
      
 
    Burst on the enemy's flank, 
 
    On through his gunners and guns, 
 
    Swifter and swifter we sped; 
 
    Over each bayonet-ranged rank, 
 
    Earthward their dusky waves sank, 
 
    Scattered and fled. 
 
    They ran as a startled flock runs; 
 
    But still we pursued o'er the plain, 
 
    Till the rising moon counted the slain, 
 
    And some hundred Egyptians lay dead. 
 
      
 
    Oh! 'twas a glorious ride, 
 
    And I rode on the crest of the tide. 
 
    We dashed them aside like the mud of the street, 
 
    We threshed them away like the chaff from the 
 
     wheat, 
 
    We trod out their victory under our feet, 
 
    And charged them again and again; 
 
    For demons were loose on the hot-breathing wind, 
 
    And entered the souls of our men. 
 
    A feverish delight filled our bones, 
 
    Heightened by curses and groans— 
 
    The mind taking hold of the body, the body reacting on mind. 
 
      
 
    Ha! 'twas a glorious ride, 
 
    Though I miss an old friend from my side, 
 
    And sadness is mingled with pride. 
 
    Still, 'twas a glorious ride— 
 
    That race through the darkness, the straining, the 
 
     shock, 
 
    The struggle, and slaughter by Kassassin lock 
 
    Arthur Clark Kennedy 1891 
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