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ABSTRACT
This PhD thesis comprises a section of my novel, Heroism in the Abstract and a
concomitant critical analysis of the research carried out in its creation and
development.
The critical analysis investigates, in the light of evidence-based research,
why it might be that the second Battle of Loos (or Battle of the Hohenzollern
Redoubt) has not been represented in previous works of fiction, being eclipsed by
the later conflicts of the Somme and Passchendaele. There is also enquiry as to the
reasons for the absence of Leicestershire and in particular the Leicestershire
Regiment, from fiction set during the Great War.
This critical reflection further considers the use of realism in writing about
war, weighs some of the myths, legends and clichés associated with the Great War
against historical fact and concludes with an examination of the writer’s ethical
responsibilities when writing about ‘real people’.
In writing the novel a variety of research techniques were used including
accessing unique, unpublished primary sources, archival work and interviewing. It
is further informed by fieldwork in Leicestershire, Southern Belgium and
Northern France.
This is the first novel to deal with events at Loos in October 1915 and does
so from the point of view of Private David Adcock of the Leicestershire
Regiment, telling of his working-class life before the War and his experiences as a
soldier on the front line. The novel is based on original, unpublished letters and
diaries and is told from the point of view of the two main characters, David and
his stepsister Emily Jane. Their relationship is shrouded in scandal but is
overshadowed when war is declared and David volunteers to join the army, along
with his ‘pals’ from the village. Strong bonds are formed between the ‘Leicester
Lads’ and after a period of training they leave England for the theatre of war in
France and Flanders.
The thesis therefore addresses, through critical and creative work, an
established lacuna in Great War literature.
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Introduction: Seeking Tangible Realities
From the working class came the perfect foot soldiers: deferent,
fatalistic men who expected little from life and for whom the army
often meant an improvement in living standards. This flood of recruits
seemed to justify the British faith in muddling through.1
The thesis presented here is in support of a PhD in Creative Writing. It consists of
two components: the first, the creative element, being Part Two of a novel entitled
Heroism in the Abstract and the second, the analytical element, a reflective
commentary on the methodology and critical reflection evidenced in the novel’s
composition. This places the creative component in its literary and historical
context.
When consulting archival information I was not just looking at military
history relating to the Great War, nor was I looking at social history, but sought an
element of realistic inspiration for a novel. Through the use of these documents I
was seeking to use historical events as the basis for a convincing fictional
narrative. I have approached the research as a creative writer, not as a social or
military historian, with the intention of creating an accessible, factually-sound
account that is related in an engaging way. I shall therefore discuss what a
creative writer is looking for as distinct from what a historian wants. My novel is
the first to deal with the events at Loos on the 13th October 1915 and it paints a
picture of life on the home front and western front not yet dealt with in fiction.
The narrative transcends the narrow genre of ‘war fiction’, deals authentically
with the lives of actual combatants, their families and communities and tells how
the war affected their future.
The opening quotation here is from Chapter Three, To Die Young in
Gerard J. De Groot’s 1996 book Blighty, British Society in the Era of the Great

1

Gerard J. De Groot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War (Harlow: Longman,
1996), p. 31.
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War, which considers the historical context that my novel explores through
fictional reconstruction.2
My research has used unique private sources together with some published
accounts to weave together truth and fiction to illuminate what has become a
forgotten battle, fought by men from a county often overlooked in considerations
of the Great War: Leicestershire. The rationale behind the research and resultant
novel is to share the knowledge gained from historical investigations by placing it
in an accessible form. The novel, Heroism in the Abstract, is a work of fiction, but
it is founded on detailed reading of military history, official documents and, most
significantly, unpublished primary sources, which reveal the human and personal
cost of the conflict. In combining these different types of writing, my aim has
been less to reveal the potentially disputatious relationship between different
modes of historiography than to explore how the dialogue between public and
private history on one hand and creative invention on the other can produce new
ways of understanding the past, as well as offering a case study that explores the
challenges involved in recreating historical events from the perspective of a
contemporary novelist.
In pursuing a PhD in Creative Writing, I faced a number of challenges, not
least its fundamental requirement to write a novel, or part of a novel, ready for
submission for publication, accompanied by an analytical element to illustrate the
research and creative strategy incorporated in the original work. In other words,
the vital force of this thesis is undertaking research through creative application.
The end result will encompass the research question, the findings along the way
and decisions taken in producing the final submission.
The creative element does hold the advantage over the analytical element
in terms of proportion in that the creative section is larger than the critical one,
whilst the combination of the two upholds the research and methodology

2

‘On 1 May 1914, the regular army was nearly 11,000 men short of the size prescribed by the
Army order of 1907, proof of the population’s lack of enthusiasm for military service. Four
months later, after the outbreak of war, the army was swamped by a flood of recruits too large to
be processed. When Britain was forced to improvise an army, her population responded with
alacrity. The men who came forward proved, superficially at least, the perfect raw material for an
army.’ De Groot, p. 31.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

8

employed to form, in this case, a thesis concerned with a hitherto little-known
episode of the Great War in literature and fiction. My intention is to show the
reader what it is that I have done to create a novel from my original research
topic, a project initially entitled: The Forgotten Battle: The Battle of Loos, and its
effects on the soldiers on the Western Front and civilians on the Home Front. The
research question, however, has also become an ethical one.
To blend together carefully researched facts and compelling fiction
necessitates much consideration where moral responsibility is concerned. Rather
than to publish a soldier’s diary in its unaltered form, but to take it forward, fill in
the gaps with meticulously researched facts together with fiction, and create a
novel was a decision I made at the end of my Masters degree in Creative Writing.
I had just discovered the diary then and used it to write a section of the M.A.
dissertation. I found that hardly anything had been written about the Battle of
Loos other than the first offensive, which began on the 25th September 1915. The
second offensive, sometimes called The Battle of the Hohenzollern Redoubt, has
been overlooked and my decision to research not only this particular battle, but
how those affected by it could be portrayed in a novel, was the catalyst for my
decision to undertake a PhD and write the novel, Heroism in the Abstract from the
diary, together with other primary sources, about a hitherto unwritten part of the
Great War. I have used some of the writing from the M.A. as a foundation for
Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches and built upon it from more extensive research.
Some of the original sources that I have either been allowed to borrow, or
in the case of the diaries, postcards and letters, I own, are unique and unpublished.
I was also allowed to borrow a full set of Syston’s Parish Magazines from 1910 –
1920 from a private owner. These are probably the only surviving copies of the
publication, and represent an invaluable, indeed unique, resource. Michael Doyle,
author of Their Name Liveth For Evermore (2009), gave me a set of digitised
photographs of the Regimental Diaries for the Leicestershire Regiment from 1914
– 1918.3 The historian of the Leicestershire Regiment, Richard Lane, lent me a
scrapbook of newspaper cuttings kept by the father of Second Lieutenant G. E. F.
3

Doyle, Michael, Their Name Liveth for Evermore: The Great War Roll of Honour for
Leicestershire and Rutland (Billingborough: Michael Doyle, 2009).
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Russell, who served with the 1/4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment and
was killed in action on 13th October 1915. From these documents I was able to
show the war fought by people in Leicestershire, particularly the village of
Syston, is significantly different from that of the well-documented tales from The
Somme and Passchendaele. Working with these sources has also enabled me to
write and present two papers at conferences and publish a number of articles in
magazines, especially local Historical Society publications and those of the
Western Front Association. I have also been invited to submit an article to
Angermion, the magazine for the Centre of Cultural Relations in the Department
of German at Queen Mary, University of London.
The analytical element of the thesis, which contextualises the research and
its application, examines different aspects of the methodology and practices
employed in creating the narrative. It will also contextualise the Leicestershire
Regiment within the 46th (North Midland) Division, and consider how, and
which, factual accounts and other Great War fiction, influenced my writing.
Another area of research is the effect on women who enjoyed new responsibilities
and freedoms, together with the concomitant fears and grief always present in
wartime.
I have found that research in Creative Writing can be achieved through
some more unconventional methods, such as oral enquiry and witnessing as well
as traditionally formal critical strategies of archival study and literature reviews.
A Creative Writing PhD is demanding, intellectually and emotionally,
both in its creation and its defence. Using real people and their previously
unpublished accounts naturally generates an emotional connection to the creative
work, especially when those people were engaged in such terrible historical
events.
I shall further explore questions of responsibility and ethics when turning
life writing into fiction through careful thinking and in-depth research. I also
analyse the ethical questions at stake in my fiction and reflect on the choices I
have made, and the difficulties I have faced. The representation of people and
physical conditions, have to be judged discerningly and there is an ethical and
moral responsibility involved first in slightly altering the historical record in order
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to fit the needs of the narrative, and second, when using characters based upon
real people to tell the story. I shall also consider the question of ethical
accountability in representing those individuals. There is no accepted procedure
for this and I shall reflect upon decisions made when dealing with events that in
themselves are deeply dramatic and emotional.
I shall also examine the tone and atmosphere of the narrative arguing that
an author cannot allow the subject matter to speak for itself and that there is
always a case for judging very accurately how to represent it without being
complacent. This will then explain some of the hurdles I had to overcome.
The analytical element will elucidate the work of fiction that precedes it in
terms of research and writing and addresses a lacuna in extant fiction regarding
The Great War. The reader of Heroism in the Abstract, unlike its characters,
knows that the progress of the war would not improve. The novel shows how The
Battle of Loos was an important forerunner to the atrocities to come later when
other devastating but more well-known battles were fought in Picardy, in the
Somme and Ancre Valleys and at Passchendaele.
This thesis will demonstrate how possible it is to bring something
innovative about the conflict into literature, escaping the stereotypical attitudes of
earlier novels, which depicted desolation and devastation rather than excitement
and purpose. An important way in which a fresh perspective would be offered is
by recognising that in 1915 attitudes towards the war were still relatively
idealistic and hopeful and people were, on the whole, less cynical. The Somme
offensive had not happened and the belief that it would not be a long war was still
noticeably evident.
My intention is that writing a novel using original, previously unseen
documents, supported by a reflective and analytical component, will rightfully
establish the second offensive of the Battle of Loos in literature as one of the
recognised battles rather than a forgotten one.
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Chapter 16
Friday, 7th August 1914.
MacDonald.
Emily pulled her shawl a little tighter and bent over, close to a nettle patch. The
sun promised a decent day, but the morning was cool and heavy dew on the grass
soaked her stockings through sandal-clad feet, and dampened the hem of her skirt.
With gloved hands she reached over and, using kitchen scissors, cut through a
dozen of the square, hairy stalks. Handling them cautiously, she took the nettles
indoors to the scullery and trimmed each to an even length. From a ball of string,
Emily cut an arm’s length and wound it around the vicious stems, creating a
hanging-loop before tying them securely. With her arm fully extended, she moved
through the large kitchen and opened the pantry door. Reaching up, she hung the
nettles from a ceiling hook.
“That should stop the little blighters,” she muttered and swept a glance
over the shelves to make sure there were none already in there. But there was; she
spotted a fat bluebottle on the marble thrall next to the meat safe. She pulled off a
glove and with a flick of her wrist, dispatched the ‘little blighter’.
The long-case clock in the hall chimed six as Emily turned on the tap to
half fill a tin bucket with cold water, for keeping the milk cool. She smiled as the
water flowed, grateful that she didn’t have to take the pail to a well or pump
anymore. The smile faded when she remembered that she was going to ask her
employer if she could leave a little earlier on Sunday to see her family.
Each morning was tediously similar, but Emily was resigned to staying in
service, at least until she married Frank. His last letter had told her that when they
were wed he would take her to live with his uncle in Canada, where he would
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work in the family business. She hadn’t asked him what the family business was
and although Frank was very dear, the thought of leaving her family, especially
Ernest, caused knots to tighten and wrench at her insides until she felt sick. How
naive she had been to think that because Frank was in the Army she would have a
closer connection to Ernest. With all this talk of war, it was difficult to write to
either of them knowing any letters would be scrutinised by an anonymous
overseer; she certainly didn’t want a stranger reading her words of endearment.
With breakfast preparation underway, and pleased at having avoided being
stung by the nettles, Emily cursed when a dollop of boiling porridge plopped onto
the back of her hand as she stirred it.
“Wade.” Mr Hoyle’s voiced boomed down the passage. Emily licked the
porridge away and grimaced at its saltiness and the smarting of the scald.
“Coming, sir,” she called and rushed into the dining room. Mr Hoyle was
sitting on his usual high-backed chair, at the head of the table.
“Is The Times here yet, Wade?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“Well, bring it immediately when it comes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And where’s my tea?”
“Just coming, sir.” Emily nodded politely and slipped back to the kitchen.
She was relieved to see that the kettle was sending a steady flow of steam from its
spout. Her nose wrinkled as the smell of burning tickled her nostrils.
“Damn,” she cursed. She had left the porridge on the stove unattended for
too long. “Of all the days when I needed everything to run smoothly.” There
wasn’t time to make another batch, so she carefully pulled it from the heat and
spooned the top layer of unsullied oatmeal from the charred mess, and dropped it
into another saucepan. Boiling water poured onto tealeaves, she placed the pot
onto a tray she had already prepared with cups, milk and sugar, and took it
through to Mr Hoyle. As she was placing the tea tray onto the table the letterbox
clattered.
“Ah, at last. Well go and get it, girl.”
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“Yes, sir.” Emily scurried along the hall and scooped up the newspaper
from the doormat. She was sure Mr Hoyle would have liked her to iron it as the
servants at the big houses did, but he was too impatient to wait, so she was spared
that task. She handed it over and rushed back to the kitchen to rescue the porridge.
Through a thick Virginia Creeper that was already taking on the deep red of
autumn and threatening to obscure the kitchen window completely, she could see
the milk cart advancing up the lane. Something pressed against her shin and
wrapped itself around her calf.
“Go away, Tabby.” Emily pushed the hungry animal aside with her foot
and stirred the last of yesterday’s milk into the porridge. As she hastily spooned
the gloopy mass into two bowls, some fell onto the flagstone floor and was
pounced upon by the cat that was bloated with unborn kittens. A finger of guilt
prodded at Emily’s conscience causing another heaped spoonful of porridge to
accidently drop down. A fleeting memory of kittens drowning at the hands of
Aunt Eliza disturbed the moment, and then it was gone, chased away by Mr
Hoyle’s raised voice calling for his breakfast.
Emily took the porridge through.
“Good morning, Emily.” Mrs Hoyle had joined her husband at the table.
She raised the cup of tea that Emily had poured for her to her smiling lips.
“Good morning, Mrs Hoyle.” Emily replied.
“That Lossie Looney’s been voicing his radical ideas again. What on earth
is the bounder thinking of?” Mr Hoyle stabbed his finger at the newspaper,
reduced from its pre-war size to a smaller publication. “Of course we should
support the war, stupid oaf! This kind of talk won’t get our lads to join up.”
“He’s thinking of the workers.” Mrs Hoyle tried to appease him.
“Tommyrot! What a ridiculous statement: that a war will settle nothing
and put back the clock of civilisation a century.”
“If you say so, my love. Now, eat your porridge before it gets cold.”
A satisfied smile spread over Hoyle’s face and he shook the paper like an excited
child.
“Aha! At last! He’s resigned his Chairmanship, and a good thing too, I
say.”
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Satisfied, Edwin Hoyle dropped the Times to the floor, lifted a spoonful of
steaming porridge, and guided it under his black, bushy moustache.
Emily left the room and hurried to fetch the morning’s milk. She returned to the
kitchen and her shoulders slumped when she heard Mr Hoyle’s raised voice:
“Pah, it’s repellant! Wade!”
“It is a little disagreeable this morning. Perhaps we should have something
else instead.” Esther Hoyle tried to calm her husband.
Emily pattered along the passage trying to push escaping tendrils of
mousey-brown hair back under her mop-cap as she ran,
“Wade! Come here at once!”
Emily heard Mr Hoyle bang his fist onto the table.
“She’ll be here in a minute.” Esther Hoyle was sipping her tea when Emily
reached the breakfast room. She dabbed at fine, pink lips with a starched, linen
napkin.
“Sorry, sir,” Emily panted as she entered.
“Where have you been, girl?”
“To get the milk from the cart, sir.”
“Well, it shouldn’t take that long, and this porridge is revolting. Take it
away and bring me some eggs.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And toast, yes toast.”
“Would you like eggs, Mrs Hoyle?”
“No, thank you, just some toast.”
Emily cleared the offending porridge away and rushed back to the kitchen.
She prepared three eggs and wiped away beads of sweat, which had formed on her
brow as she stood before the range, holding the loaded toasting fork before the
glowing coal. She could hear Mr Hoyle again, ranting about Ramsay MacDonald
and condemning the M.P.’s stance that he didn’t believe in war and thought it
unnecessary. Emily smiled; she quite liked Mr MacDonald.
The last of the golden sand trickled through the egg timer. With toast
buttered and the tray re-set, Emily made her way back to her employers. After
delivering the replacement breakfast, she drew herself upright and gave a little

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

17

cough. Mrs Hoyle looked up and raised her eyebrows. Emily gripped her hands
together behind her back to prevent them from shaking, pursed her lips and took a
deep breath.
“Please, sir, ma’am, may I finish a little earlier on Sunday? I would like to
go home straight after breakfast if that’s agreeable with you.”
“I don’t see why not,” Mrs Hoyle smiled. Emily smiled back.
“No! You may not.” Both women stared at Mr Hoyle.
“You ruined the porridge. You were late bringing the paper. You didn’t
fetch the milk early enough and you were late with the eggs. Your day off this
month is cancelled.”
“But, sir, the paper was late being delivered and I had to run to get the
milk.”
“Don’t you back-chat me, girl. Now get out of my sight. Leave cancelled.”
Emily began to shake with rage and disappointment. She wanted to give
that man a piece of her mind, but she needed her position – for the moment. She
drew in a deep breath and strode back to the kitchen. She could hear Mrs Hoyle
trying, unsuccessfully, to reason with her husband.
*
David walked in time with the church bells as they called parishioners to Sundaymorning worship. When he reached the village’s allotments he pushed on a green
gate, which creaked like an old crow on its rusty hinges. A clump of overgrown
grass hindered its swing, but a swift kick dislodged an obstructing tuft and David
walked through the now widened entrance, drawn by the smell of bacon frying as
it drifted across the gardens. He spotted Alf, who was watering his beans with a
stirrup pump, and headed towards him.
“Hello, lad. Have you come for your breakfast?”
David held up a brown-paper bag. “I’ve brought the bread.”
The last of the water was sucked up noisily and sprayed onto the dry
ground.
“Shouldn’t you be at church?”
“I’ll go to chapel tonight, when Emily’s home.”
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“Come on then.” Alf picked up the pump and bucket, “let’s go and get
some snap.”
They walked together towards a glowing brazier, where Joe Oswin was
holding a shovel over his coals. Rashers of thick bacon coated the shovel’s front
and the hot embers leapt as eight meaty strips spat their fat. Alf rubbed his hands
together, in anticipation, and held out two pennies.
“It’ll be three this week.” Joe left his up-turned palm outstretched, waiting
for each of them to drop three pennies, or a thruppeney-bit, into it.
“Bloody hell, that’s dear,” Alf grumbled, digging deep in his pocket for
another penny.
“That’s the war for you.” Joe dropped the bacon-money into his own
pocket and flipped the rashers over with his penknife.
Frank Swann, who was standing in the doorway of his shed, nodded to Alf
in greeting, folded the newspaper he’d been reading, and dropped it to the floor.
He then turned his attention to a kettle, balancing precariously on a small stove.
David noticed that the bench in Frank’s shed was all very organised: four tin
mugs, tea caddy, metal teapot and a small milk churn at the ready. With a dirty
rag, Frank lifted the kettle and poured scalding water over tealeaves, then snapped
down the pot’s lid. Leaving the tea to mash, he stepped outside and pulled a small,
silver box from his pocket and flipped it open with his thumb. Between his other
thumb and forefinger, he pinched a tiny amount of dried tobacco, held it to his
right nostril and made a loud snorting noise. He repeated the snuffing to his other
nostril, snapped the box closed and pushed it back inside his pocket. He gave a
little shudder and went back into the shed to pour the tea.
Alf took an old knife with a bone handle from his pocket, and with a blade
that had been sharpened so often it was only half its original size, sliced the stillwarm bread and dealt it out. The four men each slapped two slices of well-cooked
bacon onto their hunk, folded it over and tucked in.
“Good to see your lad ’ere, Alf,” Frank nodded towards David.
“I haven’t seen your lad for nigh on three months,” Alf replied, “what’s ’e
doing?”
“Three months.”
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David almost choked on his bread, but managed to hide his amusement.
He now knew why Bob Swann hadn’t been seen in The Bell lately.
The church bells were ringing out their final call to worship and a creeping
dampness, caused by a spilt watering can, soaked through the seat of David’s
trousers as he sat on a grassy mound. He pushed the last of the bacon into his
mouth and wiped away a greasy trickle that was running a path from the corner of
his lips to his chin. He reached over and lifted Frank’s discarded newspaper
thinking that it would make an excellent barrier to place between his backside and
the wet grass. The front-page headline caught his attention and instead of sitting
on the paper, he scrutinized the words of The Pioneer. It was daubed with
yellowish-brown snuff spots, which obscured some of the print, but the message
was quite plain.
“What do you make of this?” David held the newspaper up.
“He’s a good man,” Alf pointed to a photograph of Ramsay MacDonald,
“but he won’t win votes if he doesn’t change his attitude towards the war.”
“Wherever he speaks, there’s trouble,” grumbled Frank.
“Well, he’s speaking at the Corn Exchange in Leicester soon,” David
responded, “but it says here that he’s told the Mayor he refuses to attend the
recruitment meeting in the city.”
“’E were at Trade ’n all the other day,” Joe was cleaning his spade; the fat
had given it a glossy sheen.
“Listen to this,” David read on, “he said: ‘we are not really fighting for the
independence of Belgium, but because we belong to the,” he frowned and
stumbled over his words, “‘triple en-tent.’ What’s that?”
“It’s us, France and Russia.” Frank answered, and sneezed.
“Well, MacDonald says: ‘it’s sad, because we love our own country best
and hope we shall not be defeated or disgraced, we should have as counterpart to
that, the desire that the great nation of Germany should be worsened, defeated and
disgraced.’ And he finishes by saying: ‘how one almost hates the diplomacy that
has brought us to this.”’
Alf blew out his cheeks and Joe frowned. David folded the newspaper and
pushed it underneath him.
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Chapter 17
Sunday, 9th August 1914.
Heroism in the Abstract.
David stood up on the pedals as his bicycle juddered over pot-holes and ruts in the
Barkby Road, then, on even ground, he pumped as fast as he could. ‘Come to
church, come to church,’ he heard distant bells calling villagers to evensong. The
sun hung low in the evening sky and he knew that in the hour it would take him to
get to Bushby, it would slide further towards the horizon and a seven-thirty
sunset. He pushed on through Barkby village where their church bells were silent,
but he could hear singing as he sped past St. Mary’s. His legs ached as he pushed
on up steep hills and through Scraptoft; it would be an easier journey home, at
least. The streets of Thurnby were silent and his tyres crunched along dry roads.
The Rose and Crown, had it been open, would have been a temptation difficult to
resist, and David’s mouth watered at thoughts of a pint of ale. He licked his dry
lips and pressed on, keeping Emily firmly in his thoughts. No-one else had
seemed perturbed at her absence and the usual Sunday tea became a discussion
about how the war had forced prices to rise and that corporation horses were now
being requisitioned by the Government. David chuckled when he remembered
Alf’s remark that Mother would be tying herself to the chairs in St Peter’s just as
the London suffragettes had in St Paul’s Cathedral. He hoped she hadn’t been
involved in the burning of Blaby station last month; even though she had denied
being there, David wasn’t so sure.
The Bushby lanes were quiet; on the evening air David caught the whiff of
cigarette smoke. The road curved round to the left and his front wheel slipped as
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he tried to avoid a collision with a soldier, who was strolling down the lane,
swagger-sick tucked under his arm.
“Look out, you clumsy idiot!”
“Sorry, sir.” David recognised the Officer’s authority from the crown on
his epaulette. He didn’t know whether he should stop, or carry on. He stopped.
Through narrowed eyes, the Major looked down to David’s dusty boots and then
at his up-turned collar. He drew a deep drag on his cigarette and threw it to the
ground.
“Why aren’t you in uniform, boy?” David’s tongue felt like a hammer
beam. He swallowed and stared at the Officer.
“Well, answer me, boy.”
“Erm, well, I, er, I haven’t joined up, sir.”
“Why the blazes not? Get yourself down to the recruiting office first
thing.”
“But, I’m a clicker, sir, you know, in The Boot and Shoe.”
“How old are you?”
“Nineteen, sir.”
“Then you’re old enough.”
David frowned, trying to think of an acceptable reply, but just as he
opened his mouth to speak, the Major jerked his chin upwards and bawled at him:
“Get down to the recruiting office, boy. We don’t want any shirkers round here.
You hear me?”
“Yes, sir.” David jumped back onto his bike and peddled away as hard as
he could.
His back wheel slipped as he rounded the next corner onto the lane that ran
behind the house where the Hoyles lived. Free-wheeling to the back gate, David
dismounted and rested his bicycle against a low privet hedge, which ran the length
of the back garden. He pushed open the high, black, wrought-iron gate, its hinges
still dripping with recently administered oil, and made his way through the
orchard, ducking to avoid low-hanging branches laden with apples, which were
almost ripe, and pears, which were not. A lazy wasp had buried its head in a
misshapen fruit that had been left hanging on the Syston White plum tree and
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David dodged it and, leaving the orchard, made his way alongside a well-stocked
vegetable plot. A bed of flamboyant Dahlias formed a border between the lettuces
and a parched lawn. David walked on up to the house, the grass muffling his
footsteps, and he wiped the sweat from his palms down his trousers before
tapping on the back door. He felt a push from behind; a fat, tabby cat wrapped
itself around his legs and sat down expectantly between him and the door-step,
ready to slide inside once his knock was answered. No-one came. He rapped
again, stepped away, and waited. A wave of disappointment rose up and he peered
through a small, diamond-shaped window, but saw no movement. Then a voice,
which cut through the evening’s stillness, startled him.
“What are you doing here?” Emily asked. David spun around and laughed
a little louder than he had intended. He stepped forward and took her cool hands
in his sweaty ones. He thought how beautiful she looked; her hair escaping its
clips and her dress, albeit quite drab, was clinging to her in all the right places.
Her eyes appeared red and belied the smile she was wearing.
“I came to see if you are all right. You were supposed to come home
today. I was worried. Where were you?”
“I was sitting in the summer house,” she teased, then replied more
fittingly: “I’m quite well, thank you, but my leave was cancelled.” Still holding
his hand and before he could ask why, she pulled him towards the house. “Come
and have some lemonade, you look as though you might burst,” she invited.
Shadows were lengthening across the lawn and the wooden bench by the
back door held its warmth. David leaned back against its slats, closed his eyes and
stretched his legs so that his heels rested on a low wall. He thought that life was
good and time alone with Emily fuelled his contentment.
“Wake up, sleepy head.” Emily placed a tray on the wall beside his feet.
On it were two glasses and a large jug containing a cloudy liquid. “Sorry it isn’t
ale.” He took the glass she was offering; it was cold and he held it against his
forehead before taking a generous gulp. His throat tightened at the sharpness of
lemon and then relaxed as the sugar smoothed the thirst-quenching liquid.
“Why didn’t you come home, Em?”
“I told you, I had my leave cancelled.”
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“But that’s twice in the last three months. Why?”
Emily recounted the incidents that had caused Mr Hoyle’s displeasure, her
voice wobbly with indignation and sadness.
“The Bastard! He can’t treat you like this.”
“Sshh, yes he can. I am, after all, a domestic servant.”
“But it ain’t right. How would he like it if…” Emily leaned across and
pressed her index finger against his lips. He felt his heart thump at her touch and
playfully caught her finger, curling a fist around it, and held on.
“Let go.”
“No.” He kissed the top of her protruding finger. She giggled and pulled
her hand free.
“Oooh, our David, you always cheer me up.” She reached over and
straightened his collar, and he caught her hand again.
“Emily!” Mrs Hoyle was in the kitchen. Emily pulled her hand free for a
second time and stood up. “I thought I heard a man’s voice.” Esther Hoyle
stepped outside. David jumped to his feet, and on seeing him she raised her
eyebrows.
“My brother came to see if I had taken ill as I hadn’t gone home today,”
Emily answered the quizzical brows.
“Oh, your brother. I see.”
“Step-brother.” David held out his hand. Mrs Hoyle didn’t take it.
“And how is Frank, Emily?”
“Quite well, thank you.” David saw a redness rising from her neck and the
flush covered her cheeks.
“Would you bring some warm milk through to the front parlour for Mr
Hoyle and me please?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Emily followed Esther Hoyle inside, leaving David alone
with his resentment. He sat down and poured himself another drink. He hated
Edwin Hoyle and he hated Frank. If only Emily would turn her affections his way
instead.
A bird was singing in the evening twilight when Emily returned and sat
down, a little closer to David than she had earlier.
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“Listen! Do you hear the Nightingale?” He asked.
“It isn’t a Nightingale.”
“Yes, it is.” David sat up and turned towards Emily.
“No, it’s a Robin.”
“It’s a Nightingale, listen to it sing.”
“It’s a Robin!”
“Mmm.” David wasn’t sure he liked being contradicted by a girl, well, a
woman. Neither spoke for a few minutes, then David, realising he must leave very
soon, broke the silence. “Em, do you think I should join up?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Mother wouldn’t like it. Why do you ask?”
“I bumped into an officer on the way here, almost knocked him over, and
he told me I was a shirker, spoke to me as though he hated me. Do you think
that’s how officers talk to their men?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps it’s because you haven’t taken the King’s shilling.
He’d have spoken differently if you’d been in uniform.”
“So, you do think I should enlist?”
“Only if you really want to. Do you?”
“I’m not sure. I’m not a shirker, but Mr Garner says I don’t have to as I’m
a worker in The Boot and Shoe.”
Emily held his gaze, pursed her lips and asked: “Do you hate the
Germans?”
“Not really.”
“It said in the Leicester Mercury that more than fifty Germans were
marched to the Corn Exchange this week. What will happen to them?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you like the French?”
“Not really.”
“And the Belgians?”
“I don’t know any.”
“Then I can’t think of a reason for you to enlist, other than a hankering to
be some sort of hero. Now, it’s time you were leaving. You might be getting a
three-day bank-holiday, but I don’t have any time off and I have to be up at five in
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the morning.” David opened his mouth to reply, but again she placed her finger to
his lips, more gently than the last time. He closed his eyes and wished it had been
her mouth. He kissed it, took it between his thumb and forefinger and pressed it
against her lips.
A flash of lightning lit the orchard and the clap of thunder, which followed
seconds behind, rattled the slates. David knew he was in for a soaking before he
reached home.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

27

Chapter 18
Monday, 26th October 1914.
Fog.
The fog hadn’t lifted all morning and the spirals of blue smoke, which rose up to
join it, added to the smoggy shroud around the factory yard. A production-line of
men, puffing on their lunchtime tobacco, leaned against the outside wall as if to
absorb any warmth it had to offer. The air was chilly and already the hoar frosts
had begun to cover the ground and coat the hedges every morning. Steadily, one
after another and as if by clockwork, the workforce threw cigarette ends to the
ground, emptied pipe bowls against the brickwork, and pressed down with the
toes of their boots to extinguish the remnants of glowing ash. The hooter
clamoured out its message, although it became muffled in the thick, smoggy air
that clung to the streets like a benediction, and the men pushed themselves from
the wall and headed towards the large, double doors which had varying shades of
dull, umber paint flaking from them.
“Hey, Dave!” David turned to see his brother striding towards him. “Wait
up.” David paused momentarily whilst Whattoff caught up with him.
“What’s up?”
“Lend us five bob till pay-day?”
“No. I ain’t got five bob. What do you want it for anyroad?”
“Rent’s due tomorra. Go on, just till Saturday. You get paid more than me,
you must have a few bob to spare.”
David sighed and pushed his hand into his trouser pocket. Before he pulled
it out again he frowned at his brother: “Rent ain’t five bob.”
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“I’m a couple of weeks behind.” Whattoff looked past David, avoiding eye
contact.
“You’ve only been there a month, how can you be?”
“Six weeks,” Whattoff contradicted. David shook his head. “Well,”
Whattoff scratched behind his left ear as if looking for an answer under his cap,
“I’ve had to get stuff.”
“What stuff?”
“Bloody hell Dave, you sound like Mam. Are you gonna lend me it or
not?”
David countered the question with a disconnected one of his own: “You
comin’ down The Bell tonight?”
Whattoff shrugged. “You buyin?” he asked.
The shriek of an impatient whistle being blown by Mr Garner halted the
conversation and David quickly pulled two shillings from his pocket and pressed
them into his brother’s hand.
“Here. That’s all I’ve got.”
Whattoff slapped him on the shoulder and grinned. “And that’s the last
time an’ all,” David warned him. But he was speaking to his brother’s back as
they both joined the workforce, who, like ants returning to their nest, filtered back
inside the factory. Whattoff raised his hand above his shoulder in dismissal and
turned left towards the lasting track. Before David turned right for the Clicking
Room he stopped and watched his brother lift the coins to his lips and kiss them
with a gesture of gratification before plunging them into his own trouser pocket.
He tapped them triumphantly as he stepped out to join the Tack Lasters.
*
David lifted a dark-brown skin from the trestle behind him and turned back to the
thick, wooden block where he placed it, and smoothed it over. The smell of
freshly tanned leather was always more intense when it was first placed on the
bench, and he breathed in the salty chrome mixed with rich, peaty bark before its
redolence dispersed into the general atmosphere of the leather-filled room.
Satisfied that the skin was even and positioned close to the block’s top edge, he
placed a vamp pattern on the right-hand side and lifted his knife. He had
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sharpened its blade on the strop that hung from his bench before leaving-off for
his dinner-break, and the knife sliced through the full-grain material as he guided
it around the brass pattern. With a final click, the circuit was completed. The room
was a cacophony of clicks as the men cut around patterns and placed the vamps,
quarters, tongues, toe caps and heel pieces in bundles of twelve, on wooden
trolleys standing next to each bench. The Clickers only stopped to sign cards,
which they fastened to each three-dozen bundle with a pre-cut piece of string.
These cards were a representation of the piecework totals used for filling their
pay-packets every Saturday.
David lifted another skin from the trestle and, as he turned back to his
bench, he looked up at a poster, hanging on the whitewashed wall. It was different
from the one he had been looking at the day before. Although the message was
identical, the number had changed. The smart soldier was the same one, standing
erect with a rifle held proudly in front of him, haversack on his straight back. A
Soldier of the King emblazoned to his left – a cleverly chosen headline to draw the
young men in.
“A Soldier of the King,” thought David. That sounded important. He’d
always wanted to be a bit important. Then the poster became more personal: To
the Men of Leicestershire it called out. He couldn’t read the smaller print, but
below that he read: 4th Battalion Leicestershire Regiment some more small print,
and then in large letters: 800 RECRUITS, COME AT ONCE. He was sure it had
said one thousand yesterday. There was a block of even smaller printing and then
at the bottom of the poster: DON’T WAIT – APPLY AT THE DRILL HALLS.
David had been smoothing the skin over and over whilst he stared at the poster.
“Come on, Adcock, no dawdling.” The Foreman was pacing behind him
along the row of clickers.
“Sorry, Mr Sharp.” David wiped the blade of his knife on his apron, which
had started the week white and unblemished, but was now bearing the streaks of
skived-off leather from each wiping. At least it no longer bore the bloodstains
from knife-nicks, which had represented the lion’s share of the markings when he
first started work at Garner’s six years earlier. With a quick glance at the notice,
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he went back to his task and muttered under his breath, “God Save the King,” the
final words at the foot of the recruitment poster.
All afternoon he carefully arranged patterns over skins, so that at the end
of the day there was little waste in the wooden box under his bench. Every so
often he glanced up at the poster. Eight hundred wanted; it had definitely been a
thousand all last week. David asked himself if he really wanted to spend the rest
of his life in the factory; this was his opportunity to get out, see the world, and
serve the King. Ernest seemed to be doing all right; he’d been to Ireland and was
now in France, or maybe Belgium, David couldn’t quite remember. His last letter
home had told them how he had been playing Rugby, Hockey and Football for the
Battalion. Yes, thought David, that’s what I’d like to do one day.
*
Whattoff was watching the hands turn on the white face of the large clock at the
far end of the lasting room. The final hour had gone agonisingly slowly and it felt
like midnight, even though it was only ten minutes to six. The gas lamps in the
factory had been lit early, at around half-past two, and the afternoon had dragged
on. Every so often he touched the coins in his pocket to remind him that he would
be all right that evening. He loaded the final three-dozen uppers he had lasted onto
the wooden trolley and signed his sheet. Having already removed his dirty apron
for when the hooter sounded for knocking-off time, he grabbed his jacket from its
hook and ran across to the time clock where he was the first to push his card into
its top just as the hour clunked over. He reached up and dropped the card into a
metal rack on the wall next to the machine and ran back through the factory,
weaving between the tide of workers making their way to clock out. He bolted
through the double-doors and out of the factory, pulling his cap on as he went. He
plunged out of the doors into the fog that wrapped around him like a comforting
blanket, and he hurried down the yard and out of the gate, leaving Garner’s behind
for another day. He hurriedly made his way to the High Street, where gas lamps
were straining to throw any light onto the pavements below, then slowed down as
he neared the Chemist’s shop and walked, almost nonchalantly, towards its
entrance. He reached for the handle, but the door flew open before he could grasp
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it and the bell above played its tuneless chimes. Mrs Hubbard bustled out of the
shop, clutching a bottle of Brilliant Green.
“Good evening, Mr Whattoff,” she beamed at him “and how’s that lovely
wife of yours?”
“She’s grand, Mrs Hubbard,” he tried to be civil, but really he wanted to
push past her and into the shop. Fortunately, he didn’t need to as Reverend Avery
had appeared behind her.
“Excuse me, Mrs Hubbard.” The Vicar tried not to cough as his lungs
filled with smoggy air, which was seeping into the shop through the open
doorway.
“Sorry, Vicar,” she apologised and moved on into the street, soon
swallowed up by the swirling mist. Before the Vicar could speak to him, Whattoff
had slipped inside. He swept his eyes around the shop to see if there were any
other customers, and, satisfied that he was alone, apart from the Chemist, he
pushed his hand into his pocket and pulled out the warm coins. The Chemist
nodded and reached under the counter, giving a quick glance towards the door as
he did so. He held out his up-turned left palm towards Whattoff who dropped the
coins into it and snatched a package, the size of a shaving brush, from the
Chemist’s right hand. Both men nodded, not a word was spoken, and Whattoff
headed out into the night.
*
“Is that you, Alf?” Mary called from the kitchen.
“No. It’s me, Mam,” David replied as he hung his jacket and cap on the
hook in the hallway. “Brr, it’s a filthy night,” he told his mother and rubbed his
hands together.
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to a piece of paper which lay on the
oilcloth covered table.
“There’s going to be a meeting in the village hall.” Mary scowled and
wiped her wet hands on her apron. “That Mrs Walker-Holmes has organised it,
she’s invited some high ranking officer to come and talk about why your country
needs you.” She almost spat the words. David picked up the paper. He recognised
the soldier standing proudly with his rifle.
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“He looks a bit like our Ernest.” David grinned, but his mother frowned in
reply and lifted the saucepan of freshly peeled potatoes onto the stove. “I suppose
we’d all better go then,” he said and placed the paper on the sideboard next to the
photograph of Ernest, who smiled back at them from under his regimental cap.
“I’ll ask around when I’m in The Bell tonight to see who else is going; the poster
in the factory says they need eight-hundred men to enlist.”
“That’s a lot,” Mary said as she clattered a pile of plates onto the table.
“Well, there’s four in this house, plus Whattoff and Alfred.”
“Alfred’s needed on the farm and Whattoff won’t sign-up, he’s only just
got married.”
“Have you seen him lately?” David asked his mother.
“Last Sunday.”
“Is he all right?” David tried not to show too much concern for his brother;
it would only worry his Mother.
“As far as I know. Why?”
“Oh, I just wondered if he had taken on too much with that house.”
“You worry too much, lad,” Mary told him.
“Perhaps.” David smiled and headed into the small scullery to wash off the
day’s grime.
*
The house was in darkness and Whattoff breathed a sigh of relief. It was cold and
he really needed to light the fire, which Kathy had set before heading off to work
that morning. Instead he lit the gas mantle, which grew into a healthy glow and
afforded him enough light to see by. He lifted a full jug from the draining board
and poured some cold water into a metal mug, which had been upturned in the
granite sink. He pulled the packet from his inside pocket and unwrapped it with
clumsy fingers. His heart pounded as he ripped at the paper and then the familiar,
brown bottle, no bigger than his thumb, was exposed. He pulled out the stopper
and carefully dripped six drops into the water, swished it round, then shook in
another three for good measure. He pressed the stopper back in and pushed the
bottle deep into his jacket pocket, and took a deep breath. It didn’t matter now if
Kathy appeared; he would just be having a drink of water. Before putting the tin
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mug to his lips, he opened the sideboard cupboard where the cups and plates were
kept and looked inside for the sugar bowl. A round, white net that was edged with
coloured beads, covered it. Pushing the net aside he quickly scooped two
teaspoons of sugar into the water and straightened up. He was swirling it round
when the back door opened and he pushed the cupboard door to with his knee, a
little harder than he had intended, but Kathy didn’t notice.
“Hello, love.” Whattoff raised the mug and gulped down its contents. The
water was still bitter despite the added sugar and he struggled not to grimace as it
washed over his tongue.
“It’s a horrible night,” Kathy replied. “Oh, you haven’t lit the fire. Have
you only just got in?”
“Yes, just this minute,” he lied. She smiled and walked over to the brown,
tiled fireplace and struck a match. There were soon yellow flames leaping up the
chimney. He watched her slip her coat off and lift a parcel from her bag.
“Mrs Fortescue gave us a ham hock,” she told him.
“I ain’t hungry.” His appetite quashed, he began to feel the effects of the
opium beginning to unfurl. “Leave that.”
Kathy was surprised and tipped her head to one side as if to question his
last remark, a gesture which always teased her husband. He gripped her arm and
pulled her towards him. She gasped, but didn’t resist him; she knew what he could
be like when he was in one of his moods. In the orange lamplight, and warmed by
the red glow of the now roaring fire, he pushed her onto the small sofa and
pressed his hungry mouth onto hers. She didn’t struggle, but remained passive,
taking him in her arms as if this was what she wanted. Frantically, he pulled at her
clothes and took her with a drug-induced passion, leaving bruises on her thighs
and buttocks. Eventually he gasped in fulfillment and lay still, holding her secure
until the flames died down.
*
The Bell was quiet and David took a seat by the fireplace. He placed his glass of
nutty, dark brown ale onto the round table in front of him. Paraffin lamps and a
few candles supplemented the gas mantles; such was the blackness of the night.
David pulled a packet of Woodbines from his top pocket and searched for his
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matches. John Wing tossed a box of Swan Vestas to him from behind the bar and
David struck one and lit a cigarette. He drew in deeply and blew out a cloud of
blue smoke, which rose to the ceiling and swirled round the beams until it
vanished into the cracks. He noticed a pile of buff-coloured leaflets on a nearby
table; they were showing the proud soldier holding his rifle, and information
about the meeting next month.
“’Ow do, Dave.” A tall, handsome young man with dark hair and even
darker eyes called to him. George Oswin took his drink from the bar, rather
awkwardly, and crossed the room, ale splashing over the sides of the glass he
carried. He changed hands and shook his wet one causing the fire to hiss when
spots of ale landed in the grate. “You can play on Saturday afternoon, can’t you?”
“Yes, of course I can.” David’s second love was playing football, and the
Saturday matches were when he could lose himself in the mud and the glory of
the game.
“That’s grand,” George looked relieved, “Bernard’s gone and signed up so
you’ll have to play centre. We’re against Loughborough, so it’ll be a tough
game.”
“Nah, we’ll give ’em a battering,” David promised. George grinned, still
only a boy at eighteen, but man enough to be given the Captain’s shirt for Syston
Town. John Oswin, George’s elder brother, joined them and tipped dominoes
from a battered box onto the table.
A few more men, mainly railway and factory workers, tricked into the bar;
every time the door opened David looked up from the game to see if it was
Whattoff coming in, but he never showed.
At ten-to-nine, and four pence richer than he had been at the start of the
evening due to some good hands of dominoes, David finished his second drink
and stood up.
“You off?” George Partridge had joined them in the domino school, his
protruding ears glowing red in the firelight.
“Yes, that’s me done.” David put his cap on and turned to his team-mates.
“Don’t be late in the morning,” he joked and stepped out into the murky night.
Instead of turning towards Albert Street and home, he headed in the opposite
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direction towards Turn Street; it was unusual for his brother to miss the
opportunity of a free drink. The smog clung to the streets, creeping into every
doorway, down the drains and along the gutters. Although he passed a few people,
and bid them a good evening, he had no idea who they were; identities were
hidden and voices muffled by the grey shroud.
Number forty-two appeared to be in darkness. David tried the back door
and it gave no resistance, so he pushed it wider and went inside.
“It’s only me,” he called, sounding more jovial than he felt. The door to
the tiny living room opened and a shard of welcoming light fell across the
flagstone floor. Kathy slipped in and pulled the door to behind her.
“What are you doing here at this time of night?” she asked in a nasal,
snuffly voice.
“He didn’t turn up at The Bell so I thought I’d just drop by to see as
nowt’s up.”
“Oh, he must have forgotten,” Kathy wiped her nose on a white rag
handkerchief; its movement was all David could see in the dark kitchen.
“I’ll light the lamp, pass me the matches.”
“No! Leave it.”
“But you can’t see, give me the matches.”
“Whattoff’s asleep. You’ll wake him. Now it was very kind of you to call,
but I think it best if you go now.”
“What’s to do, Kathy?”
“I don’t know what you mean, I’m sure.” Her voice faltered, just a little,
but the darkness had sharpened David’s instinct, and it didn’t go un-noticed.
“Where is he?”
“I told you, he’s asleep.”
David moved across the kitchen and opened the door to the living room.
He heard Kathy groan.
“Please don’t wake him.”
David turned to Kathy who had slipped in like a shadow.
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“What’s that?” David’s voice was just above a whisper; he was pointing at
the red mark on her arm. She pulled a thick, grey sleeve down over the finger
marks.
“Oh nothing, I caught it on the stove this morning.”
“Then why have you been crying?” Kathy didn’t answer. She crumpled
onto a hard-backed chair and shook her head.
“He ain’t hit you, has he?”
Kathy shook her head. “No, he’d never do that. He’s not been himself
lately though. I’m so worried about him, David, but I don’t know what to do.”
“Make some tea, eh?”
Kathy got up and moved back into the tiny kitchen, leaving the door open
to afford her the light she needed to see by. David walked over to his sleeping
brother and kicked his foot, which dangled from the sofa.
“What?”
“Wake up!”
“Uh?” Whattoff struggled to open his eyes and sit up. “What are you doin’
’ere?”
“You were supposed to come to The Bell tonight; I thought there might be
summat up.”
“Ha, yes of course. Let’s go now.” Whattoff had woken up remarkably
quickly and was grinning. He hoisted himself from the sofa.
“No.” David squared up to him. “Sit down!”
“Come on! Let’s go!”
“I said no. Besides, it getting on for ten, John’ll be closing up afore we get
there,” David reasoned.
Whattoff shrugged. He put his arm around David’s shoulder. “My good
man,” he wasn’t slurring, but his voice was different, high-pitched and almost
euphoric. “I’m going to be a Foreman – you didn’t know that did you?”
“No, I didn’t. How come?”
“Well, with all these silly buggers signing up, I’m going to fill their boots,
then we’ll see who earns the most.” He patted David’s chest and laughed, almost
demoniacally.
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Kathy came in and placed a tray holding three cups of steaming tea on the
table.
“Just make sure you pay the rent on time.” David pushed a mug of tea into
his brother’s hand.
“You’ve no need to worry about that,” Kathy said, “my wage covers it
with a little more besides. That’s why I don’t want to stop working just yet.”
David turned to his brother: “You told me you are behind with the rent.”
Whattoff didn’t answer, but gave another shrug; he was beginning to
irritate David. Kathy’s eyes widened and she looked from David to Whattoff, but
said nothing.
“Well, we ain’t now.” Whattoff laughed again and David lunged towards
him. He grasped his brother’s shirt and pushed his face close in. The tea slopped
onto David’s hand, but he didn’t flinch as the hot liquid left its angry mark. Kathy
gasped. The atmosphere was poisonous.
“What did you want the money for?” David demanded. “Have you been
gamblin’? Do you owe someone?”
“I told you. I had to buy stuff.”
“You told me you were behind with the rent. What stuff?”
“Aw, leave me alone.” Whattoff knocked David’s hand away and sat
down.
“No, I want to know what’s going on.” David had noticed the black
centres of his brother’s eyes were like pinheads, even in the dimly lit room, and
there was a strange smell on his breath. He looked at Kathy; a tear began to slide
over her high cheekbone. In contrast, the pupils of her eyes were relaxed and large
in an effort to see in the poor light.
“I want my money back,” David growled.
“Well, I ain’t got it.”
“Where is it then? What have you spent it on? Tell me!” David was
shouting.
“I don’t have to tell you ’owt.” Whattoff leaned back into the sofa.
“Goodnight, mind how you go.” It was as if he hadn’t heard his brother’s
demands. David shook his head and clenched, then unclenched his fists. He felt a
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hand on his arm and looked into Kathy’s rheumy, brown eyes. He nodded his
unspoken agreement and turned towards the door. With his hand on the brass
knob, he looked back over his shoulder and opened his mouth to speak. Whattoff
and Kathy were sitting together contentedly on the sofa and David slipped away
into the dense night, unconvinced.
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Chapter 19
Saturday, 31st October 1914.
Match.
The weather on Saturday was more lenient, the fog had lifted and the pitch wasn’t
frozen anymore. Two players from the junior team had been recruited by George
to make up his squad and when the half-time whistle blew, Syston Town was
losing one-nil to Loughborough. The players grouped together behind their
respective goals, having changed ends ready for the second half. The ground
around them was strewn with cigarette ends. David tipped the last of his lukewarm tea down his throat and put his tin mug back onto a tray that Henry was
trying to hold steady as he shivered in the north-easterly wind. His puckered eye
gave the impression that he was squinting, or winking, at anyone to his left and
suggested he was older than his eighteen years.
David tried to reach over with his right arm to give his back a rub; he had
been barged twice and the second time a shoulder-bone had slammed into his
muscle, which was beginning to tighten in acknowledgement. He looked around
the edges of the pitch and saw Whattoff leaning on one of the posts; he’d have a
word with him later. Further along and nearer to the gate, a woman was handing
out pieces of paper – it was Mrs Walker-Holmes, no doubt whipping up
enthusiasm for the recruitment meeting. And then he saw his Mother. Her green
coat stood out amongst the dark, drab greys and browns of the other spectators
and she was striding along the perimeter of the pitch. Every so often she paused,
speaking to whoever was holding one of Mrs Walker-Holmes’s papers. She
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reached the corner flag and made her way along the field towards the Syston lads.
David looked at Henry, who had also spotted her.
“Are you going to the meeting?” Henry had directed his question to his
brother, but most of the team who heard him nodded.
“Yes,” David answered, still keeping his eye on his Mother. “Are you?”
“Yes, and I’m gonna join up as soon as I can.”
“You’d best not let Mother hear you say that.”
“I’ll tell her after I’ve done it, just like our Ernest did.”
David grinned at his step-brother who only had half his sight and no hope
of fulfilling his recruitment wish.
Mary stopped in front of the goalpost; her gaze swept over the mudspattered men.
“Now look here,” her voice had reached a fortissimo and it carried across
the team, playing to every ear. “If you go to that meeting, think very carefully
about what you are doing. There’s plenty of jobs need doing at home. Men are
getting killed out there – you may not come back, never see your family again, or
they you. Come on lads, it just isn’t worth it. Think of your Mam worrying about
if she’ll ever see you again.”
David looked at Henry who had turned scarlet, even his ears had taken on
the look of a danger signal.
“My Mam wants me to go,” one of the three Bills in the team challenged.
“And mine,” another voice called out.
“Then may God be with you,” Mary responded.
The whistle blew for the second half to begin and David pulled his socks
high. He smiled at his mother whose cheeks were pink from wind-chill and
exhilaration. She raised her eyebrows in question. David nodded.
“Well you might change your mind when you get home,” she told him,
“Emily’s there and the poor lass is heartbroken.”
David stopped to speak, but George was calling his team to take
Loughborough by storm, and they made their charge. All thoughts of meetings,
even Emily, for the next three-quarters-of-an-hour were pushed from his
conscious mind; the match was his only concern, although in his sub-conscious
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mind there lingered his beloved Emily, unrequited though it was, and the question
as to why she was home a day early, and distressed.
*
Emily was sitting at the scrubbed kitchen table, which was strewn with papers and
cards. Rather clumsily, Alf set down a cup of hot, sweet tea in front of his
daughter and sat down opposite her. She could see that he was struggling to find
words of comfort and when none came, he reached across and took her hands in
his. She raised her head. Swollen, red-rimmed eyes, lashes dewy with tears,
conveyed the starkness of her sorrow. She tried to smile, but her mouth merely
twitched and then gave up hope. They sat in silence until the clock chimed.
“Drink your tea, love, afore it gets cold.” Alf felt relief in being able to say
something at last. Emily raised the china cup to her lips and took a sip.
“Where is everyone?” Her voice sounded distant, as though she were in
another room.
“At the football match.” Alf was on safer ground, speaking of the match
rather than the stark reality of what lay between them.
“What about Mother?” Emily yearned for another woman’s comfort.
“Aye, even Mother.”
Emily was surprised by the fact that her step-mother had gone to a football
match and her face must have born witness to that. Alf gave a low chuckle. “She’s
trying to persuade as many as she can not to go to some meeting in the village
hall.”
“What meeting?”
“Oh, just summat that Mrs Walker-Holmes has organised.”
“It’s about the war isn’t it?”
“Aye, lass, it is.” She knew Alf couldn’t lie to her; there’d be no point.
*
The final whistle blew and the Syston lads cheered and shook hands. With the
wind behind them they had beaten Loughborough by three goals to one. Everyone
was patting George Oswin on the back – he in turn shook hands with the goalscorers: David and the two Bills.
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“See you in The Bell,” George called to his team. David didn’t reply, he
snatched his jacket from the post it was hanging from and rushed home, the studs
of his boots clattering on the cobbled streets as he ran. Whattoff had disappeared
too, but he could wait until another day.
When David reached the back door, dusk was spreading through the
streets. He pulled off his muddy boots, and leaving them on the step his Mother
had scrubbed clean that morning, took a deep breath and pushed open the back
door. Emily and Alf were sitting either side of the kitchen table and both turned
their heads towards him. He felt awkward when he saw Emily’s puffy face; he
wanted to hug her and kiss her swollen eyes and lips, but instead he slipped
through to the scullery muttering something about getting cleaned up.
“Did you win?” Alf called.
“We thrashed ’em, three-one,” David replied, relieved to have found his
voice. He heard the back door open. His Mother was home.
When David finally made his way back to the kitchen, Henry and Sidney
were also back. Emily had gathered the pieces together from the table and was
talking to Sidney about his chickens.
“Go and light a fire in the front room,” Mary told David, who was trying
to flatten his hair down without much success, “and take Emily with you.” Emily
stood up and followed David. They only used the room on Sundays normally and
it smelled of lavender polish and soot. The fire had already been set and David
took a box of matches from the mantelpiece lighting the paraffin lamp first, which
stood on a small table beside the sofa, and then touched the paper under the
kindling in the grate. He noticed the now familiar, proud soldier with his rifle and
backpack, beneath the coal and sticks; the paper curled as the fire caught, and
flames swallowed up the soldier. He turned to Emily who was sitting on the sofa.
“What’s happened, Em?” He found it easier to talk when it was just the
two of them. She handed a letter to him. He took it and leaned in towards the
lamp. When he had finished reading the news from Frank’s father, his emotions
were in turmoil. He had been jealous of Frank, resentful that Emily had found
love with the Canadian serving with the British Army rather than him, but he
hadn’t wanted this.
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“They had crossed a river at a place called Aisne and everything seemed to
be going all right, but the Germans had made some trenches and they used
machine guns. Oh God, David, hundreds were killed. Apparently it had been
foggy when they went across the river and the Germans couldn’t see them, but
when the sun came up they had a clear view and they just shot them all down,
including Frank.”
David nodded; he had read it all in Frank’s Father’s letter. He moved away
from the lamp and sat down beside her. The wind had become stronger and it was
roaring in the chimney like a bear; flames were leaping upwards, throwing a
flickering radiance around the room.
“What are they?” He pointed to the embroidered postcards she was
holding. She held them out and he took them. He turned each one over to read the
messages, not really sure that he wanted to, but curiosity overcame reluctance.
“That was for my birthday,” Emily told him as he read the words With
fondest love, Frank. The next card was from a Mr and Mrs Green wishing her a
happy birthday followed by: “May you celebrate your next in Canada with dear
Frank.”
“Canada!” David spoke more loudly than he had intended and Emily
started.
“Yes, we were going to Canada after we were married.”
“Sorry.” David felt churlish and picked up the next, which was an Easter
Card, again sent, with fondest love, from Frank.
“That one only arrived last week.” Emily pointed to the last card; a tear
had escaped and was sliding down her cheek. The neat, swirling writing said:
“From your sweetheart across the sea.” And on the side where the address should
have been was the now familiar greeting: “To Emily, with fondest love from
Frank, followed by x x x.”
David felt as though something had taken his insides and wrung them. He
felt sick; sick that Emily had loved another and sick that he couldn’t feel sad for
her loss.
“He had been dead for nearly a month before I received it. Oh David, what
am I going to do?” she wailed.
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“Ssh,” he blew through his teeth and placed the cards onto the table. He
wanted to throw them on the fire, but Emily would never have forgiven him. She
began to shake as the sobs swept through her body and he placed his arm around
her shoulders and pulled her close. His back twinged as the football injury
tightened under his shoulder blade. He really wanted Emily to rub it for him,
gently, but thought it improper to intrude on her distress for what he ashamedly
knew would be his own self-gratification. Despite his pain, he held her close and
she turned her face into his chest. Her hand reached out to his free arm and held
on. He could feel the tears soaking into his shirt and onto his skin. He pulled her
in closer. He could smell the soap on her hair and he planted a light kiss on her
forehead.
“It will be all right,” he tried to comfort her, “I’ll look after you.” He felt
her body relax into his. He wanted to take her and make love to her there and
then, her vulnerability an instrument of arousal for him. He held her tightly until
the sobbing grew less. Conscience-stricken, he eased his hold and she pulled
away. Her face was level with his and she smiled. Then she reached out. His heart
thumped and he swallowed. Her hand fell on his collar and she pressed it down.
“Will you ever learn to put your collar straight?” she scolded. He laughed
and hugged her.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

45

Chapter 20
Monday, 9 November 1914.
Gathering.
David could still feel the beads of sweat trickling down his neck as he punched his
new time-card into the clock. Six-twenty-eight. He had made it with two minutes
to spare and was thankful that he was fit and could run faster than most, especially
on a Monday morning when the Foreman was waiting by the door to reprimand
latecomers. He made his way through to the clicking room and nodded goodmornings to his fellow workers as they filtered in. Taking out a clean, white
handkerchief that Emily had given to him last Christmas, he wiped the back of his
neck. The weather had turned mild since the wind changed from east to southwest and few were wearing overcoats to work. He turned and walked through the
racks of leather where George Partridge was lifting a roll of skins onto his
shoulder. As they walked together onto the factory floor, David noticed a new
poster, displayed at the back of the room. The picture was not that of a soldier
with rifle and bayonet, but of two men: an officer and a civilian; the officer
pointing to a framed list underneath which was written, in bold lettering, Is YOUR
Name on a Roll of Honour?
“Are you going to the meeting tonight?” George asked, trying to see over
the brown skins, which were balanced on his left shoulder.
“I am that,” David replied, pushing the handkerchief back into his pocket.
“Me an’ all.” George dropped the heavy load onto the first trestle and
pointed to the poster. “We’ve got nowt to lose according to that; Garner’s gonna
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keep our jobs open till we get back.” Then he was gone, back to the store to
collect more hides.
David unrolled his clean apron; Mam always made sure the week began
with clean clothes, even if it did sometimes cause him to be late leaving. He
picked up his knife and gave it a few swishes up and down the strop before lifting
his first hide of the day. He placed patterns on skins and went through the routine
of cutting and bundling his work. The repetitive monotony prompted his mind to
wander and it settled on the weekend with Emily, which tended to remain at the
forefront of his mind, even though it had been a week ago. He had escorted Emily
back to Bushby on the Sunday afternoon, which had been his twentieth birthday,
and she had kissed him on the cheek when he left her at the Hoyle’s. He
remembered how his stomach had clenched when he felt her lips on his face and
hoped he had shaved closely enough so that she wouldn’t feel stubble. If he did
join up, he would ask her for a photograph to take with him whilst he was over
there. He must have been smiling as young Albert Rowbotham, on the bench in
front of him called over:
“What are you smirking at, Mr Adcock?” David shook off his daydream
and looked at the lad who was heaving a skin of poorer quality leather onto his
bench.
“Nowt for you to be concerned with,” David fenced back. Fancy, the lads
called him Mr Adcock and he had been a teenager only last week, but now he was
twenty it was time to make something of his life, and he wouldn’t do that by
standing in a factory every day for the next forty years.
“Summat secret, is it?” Albert turned and flashed a toothy grin.
“Look out!” David yelled, but it was too late, Albert hadn’t been
concentrating and his knife had slipped, grotesquely. David ran forward and
grabbed Albert’s hand. The blade had sliced between his thumb and forefinger
and an ugly gash stretched to the palm of his hand. Albert had put the leather
grain-side down onto the bench and blood was pooling into the flesh. David
pulled the boy’s wrist away from the bench. Blood trickled down Albert’s fingers
and onto his shoes. David pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and wound it
round the wound, but it was soon soaked.
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“Take your apron off!” David instructed, but Albert just started at him.
“Come on, take it off!” Someone was tugging at the apron and rough hands pulled
it over Albert’s head and handed it to David. He used it to bind the wound, and as
he did, a rose of blood bloomed into it.
“What’s going on?” Mr Sharp had appeared, his face dark and angry.
“Young Albert’s cut ’is sen,” Harry Hamson said.
“You should get to the Doctor’s,” David told Albert, whose colour had
drained from his face; he was on the verge of collapse.
“Mind you clock out afore you go,” Mr Sharp snapped, “and the cost of
that side ’o leather will come out of your wages, boy.”
“Yes, Mr Sharp,” Albert groaned, and made his way, unsteadily out of the
room.
“Back to work you lot, show’s over.” Mr Sharp puffed out his chest and
strutted like a cockerel along the benches until he was satisfied that everyone was
working efficiently.
At noon, the hooter sounded for lunchtime and the clicks stopped, tapping
and hammering ceased and the steam powering the presses hissed a weary sigh,
which immobilised them for the time being. Workers spilled into the passageway
where the clock was and a symphony of clicks and thumps resounded from the
orchestra of a workforce freed.
David shrugged on his jacket and walked over to the new poster to find
out what George meant by Garner keeping their jobs. He read: If your name goes
down on your firm’s Roll of Honour, it also goes on that mighty Scroll which
records the names of all who have rallied around the Flag. There is room for your
name on the Roll of Honour.
“What do you reckon then?” George was standing beside him. “Sounds all
right, don’t it?”
“It tells us what we have to do here,” David pointed to the next paragraph
and read it out loud: “Ask your employer to keep your position open for you. Tell
him that you are going to help the Empire. Every patriotic employer is assisting
his men to enlist, and he’ll do the right thing by you. Tell him now – Your King
and Country want you – today.”
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“At least if we don’t like it we can come back,” George nodded.
“Don’t you have to sign up for a set time? Our Ernest joined for six years,
until nineteen-seventeen.”
“Well, we’ll soon find out.”
*
When the hooter sounded at the end of the day, the workers left in an increasingly
rushed manner; they only had an hour-and-a-half before the meeting was to begin
and the men were hungry. David pushed his way through, as he had something
more pressing to deal with before attending the meeting, even if it meant missing
his tea. He squeezed thorough and slipped his card into the clock, pulled it out and
dropped it into the rack. Whattoff’s card was two below his, so it was easy for
David to see that his brother hadn’t already clocked-off. After leaving through the
peeling brown doors, David stepped into the shadows and waited. He really
wanted to pull out a cigarette and light-up, but he remained still until his brother
emerged and made his way towards the factory gates. When he was halfway down
the yard, David slipped out and followed, keeping a good distance between them,
but always keeping him in in his sight. From the route they followed, David
guessed they were heading towards the High Street. The gas lamps had been lit
and he was careful to remain in the shadows, only stepping out briefly to run the
gauntlet of a stream of light. Whattoff didn’t look behind him, his head was down
and he was walking determinedly. When he did stop, he faced a shop’s entrance
and from where David was standing, about five shops away, he knew it was the
Chemist. Whattoff looked up and down the street and when he saw no-one, he
entered the shop. David moved quickly, stopping at the edge of the Chemist’s
frontage. Through the window display he could see Whattoff; there was no-one
else inside apart from the Chemist. An exchange took place, coins dropped into
the chemist’s hand and a package given over, then Whattoff strode towards the
door. David slipped into the unlit doorway behind him, listening for metal heel
segs on cobbles getting closer. When a figure emerged, level with the entry, David
stepped out and grabbing his brother by the lapels, propelled him inside the dark
doorway.
“What the fuck?” Whattoff was outraged and raised his fist.
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“Shut up!” David hissed, “give me the package.”
“Piss off and get yer own.”
“I mean it. What’s in the packet you just collected?”
“Nowt for you, now bugger off and leave me alone.”
David pushed Whattoff back against the wall. “Give me the package.” He
pushed his forearm against Whattoff’s throat and searched his brother’s pockets
until he found the small, wrapped bottle. He pulled it out, shook the wrapping to
the floor and held it in front of his brother’s face.
“Explain this!”
“I need it, please Dave, I need it.” Whattoff had become more congenial,
almost contrite.
“You stupid sod. You don’t need it, you’ll kill yourself if you take this
stuff.”
“No I won’t, it’s safe, and I need it. I’ve got a bad back and it eases the
pain.”
“Take an Aspirin. You don’t need this.” And David threw the bottle to the
ground where it smashed and the Laudanum seeped out into the cobbles.
“No!” It was a strangled scream, which descended into a sob and Whattoff
slid down the wall. He was on his hands and knees picking at the pieces of brown
glass, not feeling the pain as the glass cut his fingers.
“Get up, I’ll walk home with you.”
After a while Whattoff conceded defeat; he appeared broken. David
helped his brother to his feet and they walked to Turn Street in silence. David
bought a Leicester Mercury from the tobacconist’s and they arrived home before
Kathy. David lit the gas mantles, then the fire, and finally the paraffin stove to
boil a kettle. Whattoff sat on the sofa, head in hands. David had found some
Aspirin in the kitchen cupboard and offered one to his brother who knocked it to
the floor.
“You don’t know what you’ve done.”
“I think I do.” David sat on the sofa and passed his brother the newspaper;
on the front page was a photograph of a man who had been hanged in Leicester
prison for murder. Whattoff pushed the paper aside. “Read it,” David ordered and
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stabbed his finger at the story. Whattoff shrugged, lifted the paper and began to
read. He fell silent and his face paled to a grey realisation; David knew he had
won this particular battle and leaned back into the sofa.
When David arrived home, with just enough time to wash and change, his
mother was sitting at the kitchen table reading the Leicester Mercury. Alf was in
his armchair beside the fire with the Daily Mirror.
“Have you seen this?” Mary looked over her round, dark spectacles and
pointed to the front-page story.
“Yes, it’s a rum do,” David replied.
“Poor little mite - and that was the stuff I was giving your Father before he
died.”
David laid his hand on his Mother’s shoulder as if by way of comfort.
“What’s that then?” Alf removed his half-moon spectacles and turned
towards them.
“There’s been a hanging at Leicester Prison,” Mary told him. “It was that
chap who killed his baby son in Western Park, after he had taken Laudanum.”
Sidney came into the kitchen from putting his chickens to roost and tried
to see the newspaper over his Mother’s shoulder.
“How did he kill him?” Sidney seemed to be enjoying the grisly tale.
“He slit his throat with a razor,” Mary said and shuddered, “it just shows
what damage that stuff can do, it should be banned.”
“Well, I’d best get a move on, the meeting starts in half an hour,” David
looked at his Mother, who didn’t respond but carried on reading the newspaper.
The door to the stairs opened and Henry appeared in his best suit looking as
though he had scrubbed himself with a stiff brush, and his hair was smoothed
down.
“I’m ready, come on our Dave, get a move on, we don’t want to be late.”
Mary looked up and raised her eyebrows quizzically towards Alf, who shrugged
and went back to reading his paper.
The Village Hall was almost full when David and Henry arrived; there
was a low muttering, which burbled throughout and hung from the rafters around
the gas lamps like an invocation. They found two chairs at the end of a row half-
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way down the room. David did a quick calculation in his head; he could count
eleven rows of chairs, six on either side of the aisle, that meant a hundred and
thirty-two people could be seated. The chairs on the stage were of the same kind,
and there were just four.
Mrs Walker-Holmes stepped up onto the platform followed by an Army
Officer whom David recognised; he had a swagger-stick tucked under his arm and
a crown on his epaulettes. The gentleman on the right of the officer, they later
found out, was Campbell Baxter - a dentist from Leicester who had agreed to help
with recruitment by ensuring soldiers’ teeth were in good order. The fourth was
another Army Officer with less swank and no crown on his uniform. On each side
of the platform was a large poster showing the soldier with rifle and bayonet, and,
Henry pointed out, rather odd footwear. A hush descended, as just before a snowstorm, and the room was expectant. Mrs Walker-Homes rose from her seat and
stepped forward; there was a polite ripple of applause to which she almost
bashfully raised her hand and inclined her head. A few people were still arriving
and she waited for them to settle. Then a wave of muttering swept the room like a
fever and David turned to see who was causing the almost suppressed sensation.
He first saw his Mother, and then, standing next to her, he noticed a smartlydressed, very handsome man. Ramsay MacDonald leaned down to speak to Mary,
who was a good head and shoulders shorter. She was laughing and his
distinguished moustache lifted as he returned her smile. David shook his head as
he watched his mother lay her hand on MacDonald’s arm. Good God, she was
flirting with him! His face twitched into a smile and he turned back to the
platform.
Mrs Walker-Holmes pointed to the soldier, whom everyone knew; a
familiar face in every household.
“A Soldier of the King,” her voice was shrill, “Field-Marshall Sir John
French says ‘It is an honour to belong to such an Army.’” She swept her gaze over
the room, which was mostly made up of young men. “Every fit man from
nineteen to thirty-eight is eligible for this great honour. Friends can join in a body
and serve together in the same regiment.” Henry nudged David. The piercing
voice continued: “Rapid Promotion! There is rapid promotion for intelligence and
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zeal. Hundreds who enlisted as private soldiers have already become officers
because of their merits and courage, and thousands have reached noncommissioned rank. After the war, every man who has served will command his
country’s gratitude. He will be looked up to and respected because he answered
his country’s call. The Regiments at the front are covering themselves with
glory.” There was applause; it began with a few hands being slapped together, and
rose to a crescendo, like a rousing orchestration. Mrs Walker-Holmes was
laughing, her cheeks pink with exhilaration.
Amidst the cheering a slightly stooped man with round spectacles and
thinning grey hair took a seat at the piano to the left of the stage. David
recognised him as the Church Organist. A pretty red-headed young woman, with
grace and determination, climbed the few steps and joined him. David leaned
forward and spoke into George Oswin’s ear:
“Ain’t that your Gertie?”
George turned and grinned. “Ahh, it is that.”
Accompanied by the skillfully played piano, Gertie began to sing. The
new song of patriotism that was filling the towns and villages had a calming effect
and those who had been standing, sat down again, and listened. The village hall
had perfect acoustics and the purity of Gertie’s voice trespassed the men’s souls.
“’Til the boys come home.” Gertie had finished singing. She smiled. The
room remained still, then men rose to their feet, clapping and cheering. Mrs
Walker-Homes saw her opportunity and took to the stage once more. She ushered
Gertie away and wafted her flattened hands up and down until everyone settled.
She paused for a moment then declared:
“I see that Mr MacDonald is present this evening.” Mrs Walker-Holmes
stared at him. A cheer rose up and everyone turned towards the radical MP who
raised his hand in acknowledgement. “Perhaps you might like to say a few
words?” she invited. MacDonald nodded his assent and moved down the hall
towards the platform. As he passed, every mother’s son rose from their seat,
clapping and cheering. He climbed the steps and once again, the room fell silent.
“My opinion regarding the war is well known, but we are in it. Victory,
therefore, must be ours. We cannot go back now.” He spoke of apportioning
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praise and blame and he appealed to everyone’s love of country. “You young men
must settle the issue of victory. I want the serious men of the Trade Union, the
Brotherhood, to face their duty – England has need of you.” He left the stage to a
standing ovation and Mrs Walker-Holmes resumed her position at the fore. She
whipped them up into a frenzy once more when she shouted, “Enlist today! Enter
your name on the Nation’s Roll of Honour and do your part. God Save the King!”
The words she had spoken were well known, they had been read often enough as
they appeared on the recruitment posters and leaflets, but still the applause
increased, chairs clattered and fell backwards; Mrs Walker-Holmes left the stage.
No-one saw Ramsay MacDonald leave the building.
*
The atmosphere in The Bell was euphoric; John Wing had needed help to satisfy
demand and the room was blue with cigarette and pipe smoke. David was
standing in the corner with others from the football team. They had all been
drinking since the meeting ended; first John Ling’s finest ale, and now whisky,
brandy or rum.
“Old Garner won’t have many hands left,” George Partridge joked, “only
them as is over thirty-eight or under nineteen.”
“I ain’t nineteen,” Henry was put-out.
“You will be soon enough,” David told him, relieved that his brother
wouldn’t be able to enlist just yet; he would only experience further
disappointment when he took his medical - and Mam would be pleased.
“Well,” George Oswin swayed a little as he spoke, “I ain’t nineteen
neither, but I’m goin’. How are they to know how old I am anyway?”
John Wing called time.
“Don’t be late in the mornin’,” David said and the Syston lads swayed and
staggered home, determined to tell their employers to hold their jobs while they
went and did their bit.
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Chapter 21
Tuesday, 10th November 1914.
Enlist.
The moon was still hanging low in the early morning sky, doing its best to light
up the morning. David pushed back the covers and rose; his bed gave a friendly
creak. He padded across the room to a chest of drawers and pulled one open, as
quietly as he could. He was not a fussy fellow, but he did like to wear matching
socks. Eventually, after much fumbling, he had two dark socks; the grey ones just
wouldn’t do, not for today. He crept past his brother’s bed. Charlie was snoring
softly, making the most of the extra half-an-hour of being warm in welcome
unconsciousness, before the bells on the alarm clock clattered.
David’s head was heavy. The persistent, dull ache behind his eyes
thumped with every step as he went downstairs reminding him that perhaps he
shouldn’t have drunk so much ale last night, let alone the whisky to round off the
evening.
The kitchen was warm, a glow still evident in the range. He closed the
door to the stairs and dropped his jacket over the back of a chair. There was some
coal in the scuttle and, quietly as he could, he fed the smouldering embers. After
lighting the gas mantle, he put a pan of water on to boil and sat down at the table,
pressing cold fingertips to closed eyes. Drawing his hands down his cheeks he
rested them under his chin. The night’s stubble prickled, and he tilted his head
back and stared at the ceiling.
After a few minutes, he stood up and poured water from the pan into an
enamel mug and took it into the wash-house where he lit a lamp and peered into a
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mirror, which was hanging lopsidedly from the window-frame. The face that
looked back at him seemed to be Whattoff’s; same dreamy eyes, same full lips,
just like their father’s, according to Mam. A sick feeling hit David’s stomach
when he remembered his brother’s secret. He picked up his shaving brush and
began to work up a lather. Whattoff would have to wait until another day, he had
more important things to prepare for today.
“Just look at you!”
“Mornin’ Mam.” David went back into the kitchen and sat down.
“Why are you dressed like that? It isn’t Sunday.”
“You know why.” David smoothed his hair down with one hand and
tugged at his collar with the other.
“You don’t have to go.” Mary placed a cup of tea in front of him. “You
have a good job and they’ll be making army boots soon, so you’ll be needed
here.”
“Yes, I do. I’m needed at the Front.”
“Let the others go. Wait a bit longer. It won’t last long, you’ll see. It’ll be
a waste of time you getting all trained, and….”
“Mam!” David interrupted. Then his voice dropped to a softer tone. “I’m
going.”
*
The day had changed colour and, by the time David cycled into Town Hall
Square, the sun had painted the town in brighter shades than earlier. He propped
his bike up and pocketed his cycle clips.
“Bugger!” He was wearing one black sock, and one brown.
He looked up at the notices that bedecked The Town Hall, the main one
saying: Recruiting Office, and beneath it a banner ran the length of the building:
5000 Leicesters now at the Front ask 2000 more Leicester men to join them. The
queue of men snaked up the steps, each in his Sunday-best suit. David looked
around for a familiar face. It was the ears he noticed; George Partridge was further
up the line, freshly scrubbed. They shuffled forward and David gradually neared
the front. Every so often a boy scout ran past heading towards the Barracks,
clutching a bundle of papers.
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Inside the Town Hall a soldier, who looked about nineteen, was sitting at a
make-shift desk constructed from a six-foot board balancing across two chair
backs. The soldier didn’t have his jacket on - the only man in the room dressed
this way. Once the soldier had written down David’s name and address, he waved
him into the next room to be weighed and measured. David stood in line and
waited. When it was his turn, he took off his cap, jacket and shoes. A corporal,
who was scrutinising operations, narrowed his eyes.
“Are you colour-blind?” he bawled, “because if you are, you’re no bloody
good to us.”
“No, Sir.”
“Then why are you wearing odd socks?” David’s heart sank.
“It was dark this morning, sir,” he answered by way of explanation.
“Of course it was bloody dark,” the Corporal snapped, “it’s bleedin’
November.”
“Sorry, sir.” David didn’t know what else to say, but the soldier was
already inspecting the next volunteer.
David stepped up to the pole and felt the wooden rule press onto his head.
A series of measurements were shouted out to another soldier sitting at a desk in
his shirt-sleeves:
“Height: five-feet, four and three-quarters. Weight: ten stone. Chest:
thirty-four inches. Expansion: thirty-six inches. Physical development: good.”
David breathed a sigh of relief.
“Sign here,” the Recruiting Officer ordered, and when David had sealed
his fate with a spidery signature he was handed his pay-book and told to report to
the Barracks the next morning.
“What about my uniform?” he asked another soldier who had two stripes
on his sleeve and was standing by the exit.
“There ain’t none,” was his reply, “so don’t come in your Sunday best, but
make sure you’re smart. And don’t be late – 0700 hours, sharp!”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yes, Corporal!”
“Yes, Corporal.”
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David walked down the steps and felt more confused than when he had
entered the building. He felt a slap on his back and turned to see George Oswin
holding up his papers. David raised his eyebrows.
“You got in then?”
“I did, fit as a fuckin’ flea and rarin’ to go,” George grinned.
“But you ain’t old enough,” David whispered, looking around to make
sure no-one could hear.
“Told ’em I were nineteen and they didn’t ask no questions,” he grinned.
“We’re off to France, Dave, to sort out the bloody Boche.”
*
The church clock struck three. High Street was quiet and the only sound, apart
from the clock, was that of an elderly horse pulling a creaking cart full of mangel
beets along the cobbles. David propped his bike against a wall and walked
towards the Chemist’s shop. He looked around, and when he saw no-one, pushed
open the door. The bell jangled and Mrs Walker-Holmes, who was handing over
some coins, turned towards him and raised her head, as if questioning his being
there. He decided not to give her the satisfaction of an answer, but merely lifted
his cap in begrudged greeting. He moved over to a rack of postcards and began to
flick through them. Eventually Mrs Walker-Holmes left the shop, the bell jangling
its farewell. David pulled a card from the rack, and walked over to the door and
flicked the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’. He turned back into the shop and moved
towards the counter, but didn’t stop when he was opposite the Chemist, he walked
round the end of the bench and behind it into the shopkeeper’s sacred space.
“What are you doing?” John Lewin was spluttering and his face had
turned the colour of an over-ripe tomato. David stared into the Chemist’s widened
eyes and breathed in, but said nothing.
“Get out. You’ve no right to be behind here!” Lewin shouted.
“And you’ve no right to be selling my brother opium tincture.” David kept
his voice low yet menacing.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now get out.”
David took hold of the John Lewin’s white overall lapels and pulled,
unsteadying him. “If you so much as sell my brother one drop of that stuff, I’ll see
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to it that you don’t sell anything, to anyone, ever again.” Beads of sweat had
formed on the older man’s top lip and forehead. David tightened his grip,
squeezing the material into the chemist’s throat. “Do you hear me?”
David shook his quarry, like a dog shakes a rat, and flung him onto the
floor. The Chemist nodded, his head bobbing up and down, eyes even wider with
fear.
“Not one drop.” David snarled.
He moved back to the other side of the counter and placed a halfpenny on
to it. “For the postcard,” he said and pocketed the card.
David flipped the sign back to ‘Open’ and left John Lewin on the floor of
his shop.
*
The house was chilly and the late-afternoon’s silence oppressive. David didn’t
feel right being at home during the day; he felt uncomfortable, guilty, even though
Mr Garner had been fine with them when they told him they were going to enlist
and assured them their jobs were safe. He’d even said he would like to be going
himself and maybe he would if they raised the age limit. He’d wished them well
and told them he was proud of them.
The house creaked as if to tell him he shouldn’t be there.
David pulled open the top drawer of a chest, which stood under the
window in his bedroom, and took out a grey, woollen jersey. He pulled it on and
when his head emerged he saw, tucked into the corner of the drawer, a small
wooden tiger. He lifted it and held it in his palm. Memories from the day when
Alf had given it to him for his tenth birthday effected a smile. He shook his head.
“Well,” he said to the toy, “I never thought I’d be a Tiger, a Leicester
Tiger, a proud, fighting Leicester Tiger.” His grip tightened as he spoke. He
looked out onto a village of smoking chimney stacks and well-tended allotments.
A barrage of unanswerable questions burst into his head and he spoke them out
loud:
“What if I’m not good enough?
What if it gets really bad?
What if I get injured?
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He paused for a moment and looked around, taking in the plain furniture
and bare floor.
“What if I don’t come back?”
His voice had dropped to a whisper and his hands shook as he put the tiger
back. His fingers caught on a card and he took it and smiled. It was the birthday
card Emily had sent to him. He turned it over and frowned; the words which
should have made him happy frustrated him: To my dear brother on your
birthday. Love Emily. He wanted her to love him, but not as a brother - as a lover.
She was only his step-sister, for goodness sake, not his real sister. He felt the card
begin to buckle under his grip. Letting go, he dropped it down beside the tiger and
rammed the drawer shut.
“I’ll write to her,” he said aloud. “I’ll tell her I’ve joined-up, just like her
beloved Ernest. Just like her bloody precious Frank.”
“Is that you, David?” Mary was calling from the foot of the stairs.
“Yes, Mam.”
He shivered. The bedroom had grown colder as the sun set and he went
down stairs and into the kitchen where he found his mother stoking the fire.
Without turning, she greeted him.
“You’ve done it then?”
“Yes, Mam. I’ve done it.”
She bombarded him with questions about when, how, what and where which he couldn’t answer, apart from the one about his uniform. His Mam only
stopped asking when the kettle began to sing.
The letterbox rattled and the Parish Magazine slid in and dropped onto the
mat. David walked over and picked it up. Even the Vicar had adopted the warorphan and the front page read: To parents and friends of our soldiers and sailors.
He put the magazine on the kitchen table and sat down. Mary poured them both a
cup of tea. Siting at the kitchen table, she picked up the magazine and flicked
through it. David sipped his tea in silence as she read about Church services, the
Harvest Festival and a collection for Waifs and Strays.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

60

“Apparently we have Belgian refugees now,” she grumbled, “and the
members of The Girls’ Friendly Society are busy knitting scarves and cholera
belts for the troops.”
“What’s a cholera belt?” David asked. No-one had mentioned cholera at
the recruitment office.
“They keep you warm and dry and stop you getting cholera,” Mary
answered without looking up, “they had them in the Boer War, too. Anyroad,
there’s no need to worry about that.” Mary’s eyes flashed. “There’s a letter from a
Chaplain, here, listen to this: ‘The Front is unspeakable. I have known men die of
shots. I have known men go mad. I have known men come into the hospital with
shattered nerves. Do tell the Territorials’ – that’s you,” Mary pointed a bony
finger at David, “‘that they must know God before they come out if they would
adequately face what lies before them. There are no atheists at the Front and men
are not ashamed to say that though they have not prayed before, they are praying
now.’” Mary stuck her chin out towards David and narrowed her eyes. David
shrugged.
The back door opened and Alf came into the kitchen.
“What you doin’ home?” he asked. “You got the sack?” Mary sighed and
stood up. She poured her husband a cup of tea and lifted yesterday’s stew onto the
hotplate. David told Alf of the day’s events and his step-father nodded and took
out his pipe. David picked up the magazine and turned the pages in pursuit of
happier stories.
“I see our Whattoff’s wedding has a mention,” he began to laugh. His
mother, lips still pursed, raised her eyebrows. “They’ve spelt his name wrong, it
says Whattott.” He would pay Whattoff a visit later. He scanned the list of names
serving in His Majesty’s Naval and Military Forces, then he spotted the extracts
from soldiers’ letters. He stood up and walked over to his Mother who was
scrubbing potatoes as though they were about to escape.
“Listen to this, Mam,” his voice was gentle, reassuring. Alf looked up.
“This is from one of our boys at the front. ‘I am getting on very nicely and having
a fine time, it is like being out on a holiday. It seemed a bit strange to me for a day
or two, but I am getting over that. I am getting on well with my drill thanks to the
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Lads’ Brigade. We are getting on fine now, talking French, as we have had books
issued to us to enable us to ask for things we require.’ See, it ain’t all bad.” David
looked up at his mother and smiled, but was shocked to see a tear roll down her
cheek and plop onto the potato in her hand. He’d never seen his mother cry; he
felt his throat tighten as it tried to push back the sickly guilt that rose up from his
stomach.
The back door crashed open and Sidney entered. Mary brushed her cheek
and returned to scrubbing the spuds. David put the magazine face-down on the
mantelpiece. The back cover bore the words of a Serjeant Graves who was in the
Fifth General Hospital in Leicester and David could almost hear him shouting
them: “Tell your young men who are able-bodied and of military age to enlist at
once and to train, so that they can take their turn in the trenches and give their
brothers at the front a rest.”4
Sidney looked around the silent kitchen.
“What’s for tea, Mam?” he asked.

4

Serjeant is the traditional spelling with Sergeant becoming popular after 1918.
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Chapter 22
Wednesday, 11th November 1914.
Barracks.
“Watch out!”
David recovered his footing and glanced round to see who was calling out
to him.
“You nearly went a cropper there, mate.”
“Slipped on the ice.”
David looked towards the young man who was just leaving the urinal
where ice had formed on the surrounding cobbles. He was taller than David and
looked as though he could do well to eat a decent meal. His clothes hung loosely
off his slender frame. He pushed his flattened hand down his trousers and then
offered it to David.
“Ray Kirkby,” the young man said, slicking back his dark hair with his
free hand.
“David Adcock.”
The two men shook hands, hitched their haversacks higher onto their
backs, and together walked along The Newarke, their breath forming visible
clouds of watery vapour, which floated in the air around them. They joined a
steady stream of men who were making their way past the Drill Hall to stand
before a pair of huge double-gates, which led into the Victorian Barrack Block.
Coming from Oxford Street, others joined them under the arch of The Magazine
building at the end of the road, which housed the Regimental Headquarters.
“Hey, Dave!”
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A large hand fell on David’s shoulder. He was surprised that it was still
sore from that Loughborough lad’s barge at the match last month. Harry Hamson
punched the flat of his left hand with his fisted right.
“This is it then, Dave. We’re gonna be soldiers. Fightin’ men. Heroes.” He
punctuated each phrase with another slap of his fist.
David looked about him, at the hundreds of men who had taken the King’s
shilling, and were now anticipating doing their bit, getting decent meals, and
proudly wearing the uniform. Although, to appease his Mother, David hadn’t
signed up to go abroad – even though he was old enough – he believed he would
get that opportunity if the war carried on much longer.
“Yes, this is it.” He playfully thumped Harry’s arm.
When the bells of St Mary de Castro tolled seven o’clock, the huge gates
swung open. So loud was the cheering that David couldn’t hear a word of what
Ray Kirkby was saying, and they were swept through the entrance into Magazine
Square with the hundreds of men that surged forward. Filtered and directed into
lines by uniformed soldiers, they stood and they waited.
A stocky, white dog sat beside a wall and observed the raw recruits who
had been lined up in rows of ten throughout the Magazine Parade Ground. As it
turned its head, David noticed the fur around one eye was a patch of jet black,
giving it the appearance of a pirate. Each section had a Corporal telling its men to
‘stand up straight’ and ‘shut the fuck up.’ Serjeants grouped sections into
platoons. David’s line stepped forward and joined another three, then each platoon
joined three others where a Captain came over and inspected them. The four
companies of young men formed a Battalion and David soon realised that these
soldiers would be his army family. The Adjutant moved slowly amongst them,
scratching his head with his pencil and making notes every so often. After a
morning of standing, which made David’s feet ache, the Adjutant finally saluted
and strode back to HQ. The dog continued to observe them and shuffled along the
wall, following the sun as it moved across the wintry morning sky.
After a mid-day meal of bread and dripping with a mug of sweet tea,
David marched with his section to the Quartermaster’s stores. His haversack
weighed heavy on his back; after a few steps, his arms swung and hit the person
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behind and as he stepped forward with his left foot, the man in front stepped out
with his right and their feet collided, throwing them off-balance. They eventually
reached a building with very few windows and where other new recruits were
queuing in front of an arched doorway.
“Right you shoddy lot, you’re like a bleedin’ load of cripples. Get in line
and wait your turn.”
David and Ray looked at each other.
“Eyes front!” The Corporal bawled.
No-one spoke.
“Well? I said ‘eyes front’ – answer me!”
“Yes, sir,” the men mumbled their response.
“Yes, Corporal! Now, let me hear you.”
“Yes, Corporal.” They shouted.
David didn’t dare to stamp his feet in an attempt to keep them warm, so he
stood still and waited, although he wasn’t sure what they were all waiting for. The
line of men gradually shuffled forward as the weak afternoon sun began to set and
the air became frosty. Eventually, David’s section entered the dimly lit building
and from the stores the men drew bed-boards, palliasses and grey blankets. They
staggered back to their barrack room; David noticed that he wasn’t the only one
struggling to carry the unwieldy items – a board was dropped, the next man
tripped and lost his blanket; the farce continued – David thought it was like a
circus scene and they were the clowns.
Four sections occupied the room David, Ray Kirkby, Harry Hamson and
George Oswin were in. A stiff-backed Serjeant was waiting for them. The forty
men were each given a numbered bed place and they clumsily positioned their
boards and bedding. The Serjeant strolled up and down.
“Squad, attention!”
The Serjeant commanded and there was shuffling and some stamping of
feet. The Platoon was in disarray. Some stood at the foot of their bed, some at the
head, others just anywhere.
“My name is Serjeant Mills. We’ll soon have you lads in shape. Now, let’s
get these beds in order and then back on parade.” He moved among the men
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giving instructions: “Move that to the left. Shift it over. Not there! Straighten it up
for God’s sake!” He waved his hand back and forth until the beds were lined up
like flattened dominoes. Satisfied, Serjeant Mills moved back and stood in the
middle of the room.
“Stand by your beds!” The Corporals had joined in and quickly moved the
men in their section to the correct position. Serjeant Mills spoke again:
“When I say Atten – shun, you will bring your left foot to your right with
your heels together and in line. Keep your knees straight and turn your feet out at
an angle of forty-five degrees. Let your arms hang down, wrists straight, palms
turned towards your thighs and thumbs behind the seam in your trousers. Neck
erect, not poking forward, eyes front.” The Serjeant watched as the men pulled
themselves to attention, the bristles of his moustache twitching as his mouth tried
hard not to smile. “Shoulders down and back. No slouching!” His blue eyes swept
the room. “Have you got that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yes, Sarge!”
“Yes, Sarge.”
“Good. Stand at – ease.”
David glanced to his left at George Oswin, who stared back. No-one
moved. The Serjeant shook his head: “Carry your left foot twelve inches to the
left, hands behind your back, place one hand in the palm of the other, and hold.”
His voice became louder. “Slovenly attitudes are not permitted.”
David concentrated whilst the Serjeant gave directions for their daily
routine and, as if he were delivering a gift, told them that their officer was
Second-Lieutenant Harvey who would be present at Squad Drill in the morning.
Not wanting to miss a command, David kept his mind focused on the instructions
for the evening: after parade, get a meal in the canteen and be back by nine-thirty
for Roll Call. Lights out at ten. Serjeant Mills concluded:
“When I say dismiss, you will turn to your right, pause briefly, then move
off quietly. Squad, Dis – miss!”
Supper was a noisy occasion. Cigarette smoke hung and swirled beneath
the beams and around the lights; every man’s words were wrapped in spent
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tobacco. David wiped his mouth, his stomach stuffed with a stew of nameless
meat, mashed potatoes and over-boiled cabbage, followed by an apple dumpling.
He was sipping his tea when George Partridge pushed his chair back and almost
fell over.
“Watch-out, you clumsy bugger,” a voice, that David recognised, but
couldn’t place, snarled.
“Sorry, mate.” George apologised to the man who remained with his back
to them.
The Syston lads had gathered together and it reminded David of when he
had been camping with the Boy Scouts and he began to look forward to the
adventure that lay ahead.
“What a load of instructions.” Ray took a gulp of his tea.
“And that were only the start of it,” George chuckled.
“They don’t speak very nice, do they?” Ray’s face was serious.
“You’ll be swearin’ like them afore long.” David was amused by Ray’s
reserve.
He felt something push against his leg; the white dog with the black eye
looked up at him, its tongue lolling over the side of its mouth. David offered it a
piece of apple dumpling, which he hadn’t been able to eat, and the dog took it,
swallowed it down in one gulp, then moved on to the next table.
“That’s a butcher’s dog if ever I saw one,” Harry laughed.
To complete the holiday-camp feeling, an older man in uniform climbed
onto a raised platform at the far end of the canteen where a piano was positioned.
Above it hung a six-foot banner, which declared God Save the King in huge
letters. For the rest of the evening, the old soldier bashed out familiar tunes and
even Ray joined in as the songs became more raucous.
It was chilly when they stepped outside to cross the parade ground. In their
room, Serjeant Mills called the roll. At ten o’clock a bugle played Taps and lights
were extinguished. The men slid under their grey blankets, which blended into the
dull, grey walls and the steel-grey night.
“It’s bloody stark in ’ere,” George said in a stage-whisper.
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“A bit like prison,” Ray said from under his blanket in the bed next to
David; just the top of his head protruded.
“It’s nowt like prison.” The same rough, yet familiar voice that David had
heard in the canteen sounded from the other side of Ray. Then he remembered.
“Is that you, Swanny?”
“Well, who the fuck else did you think it was?” Bob Swann growled.
“When did you get out?”
“Last month. Ended up ’avin’ to do a bit more time for fighting.”
“How the hell did you get to enlist then, you being a convict an’ all?”
Bob gave a hollow laugh. “Gen ’em me brother’s name, didn’t I?”
“But he ain’t old enough.”
“They don’t know that. Told ’em I were Bill and I’m twenty. Don’t want
to be a Tommy, really though.”
“Why did you join up then?”
“Coz I done another job and they’re lookin’ for me.”
“When? Ain’t you ’ad enough of gaol?”
“Yeah, but when everyone started fightin’ after that politician ’ad been
speaking, I just sort of joined in.” David knew about the trouble in Leicester after
Ramsay MacDonald’s speech. ‘Hooligans’ the papers had called them. David had
been there but dragged Whattoff away before his brother had joined in too.
“What happened then?” David was whispering, as he didn’t want to wake
Ray, who was now snoring softly.
“Well, I hit some bloke who pushed me and the poor bugger went an’
died. I didn’t mean to hit ’im that ’ard. It were probably that piece of iron I were
carryin’ that did it. Went down like a stone ’e did.”
Bob went quiet for a moment, then in a muffled voice said: “So, I’ll swing
if they catch me. I’ll be safe here, and when we go abroad, they’ll never find me.”
Bob hoicked and then spat. David was glad he wasn’t in the bed next to him.
“Shut up and get down to it.” Serjeant Mills shouted from his cubicle. The
room fell silent.
David’s blanket felt rough and he scratched at his neck. It was so cold he
was still wearing his shirt and trousers. He tossed and turned on the hard board,
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barely cushioned by the straw palliasse. He thought of Emily; he’d only been at
the Barracks a day and was already looking forward to his first leave when he
could stand before her in his uniform, if they were ever given one, and maybe she
would love him as much as she did her brother Ernest, and Frank, God rest his
soul.
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Chapter 23
Thursday, 12th November.
Rope.
At the sound of the Reveille, David shifted into consciousness; the bugle’s notes
rang round the parade ground and bounced off the walls. He lay for a moment,
listening to the grunts of the men around him as they left sleep behind and rolled
reluctantly from their beds. Convinced he had only been asleep for about an hour,
and that the bugler had got it all wrong, he screwed his eyes shut and wished he
could do the same with his ears.
“Jump to it!” Serjeant Mills shouted. David rolled from his palliase onto
the cold floor.
“Come on, come on!” Serjeant Mills marched back up the room. “Stand
by your beds.”
David scrambled to his feet. Even though the men were a raggedy,
unshaven lot with loose shirts and braces hanging in low loops, ostensibly they
presented a reasonably tight unit. The Serjeant didn’t try to suppress a smile as he
called the roll.
*
With a piece of dry bread, David wiped the last of the bacon fat from his tin plate
and threw it to the white dog that waddled between tables, scrounging for every
morsel it could. Breakfast was a much quieter affair than the night before’s
supper, until orders were shouted; the men gulped down the last of their strong,
luke-warm tea and made their way outside, slapping the tops of their arms to keep
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warm. The dog followed them out onto the Parade Ground where David lined up
with the rest of his Platoon.
“’Tenshun!" Corporal Green shouted, his breath streaming before him like
white smoke from a steam engine. The simultaneous clicking of forty pairs of
heels acknowledged the command and the men stood to attention. The white dog
walked across the Drill Square and sat facing, and in front of, the Platoon.
“Officer approaching.” The men turned towards a Second-Lieutenant
crossing the Quad.
“Eyes front!” Corporal Green called out. Looking forward, all eyes fell on
the dog, who stood up and wagged its tail.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey leaned down and patted the animal.
“Sit, Patch.” The dog obeyed, never taking its eyes off the Junior Officer.
“Stand the men at ease, Corporal.” Second-Lieutenant Harvey ordered.
“Platoon, stand at – ease!”
David moved his left foot over and gripped one hand in the other, behind
his back, just like Serjeant Mills had shown them.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey inspected his men. David thought he looked
about his own age, with a strong chest and kind face. The dog followed him as if
it were tied to his leg. Robert Harvey returned to face his men and told them who
their officers were, what training they would have, that the rest of the Battalion
was in Luton and that they would join them when the order was given. Until then
they would be trained to be fit, fighting men.
Corporal Green brought them to attention again. The Second-Lieutenant
saluted and left them in the capable hands of Serjeant Mills for some Physical
Training. David watched the dog look up at its Master and then amble across the
yard towards the warm Barrack room, away from any Physical Training.
Serjeant Mills soon had them bending and stretching, running on the spot,
doing press-ups and jumping in the air until sweat trickled down their spines and
soaked their shirts. After a morning’s exercise, the afternoon was spent queuing,
once again, outside the Quartermaster’s Stores with the rest of the Company. By
sundown two hundred and forty men had been given khaki trousers and puttees,
plus tunics and caps with the brass Leicester Tiger badges on. They were also
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given shirts, vests, socks and pants and many of the sizes were guessed, but boots
were measured. They were told to ‘bleedin’ well look after ’em, as the uniforms
had taken a month of Sundays to get here.’
Back in their Barrack Room they began to dress like soldiers.
“How the fuck do you put these on?” Bob Swann swore as he tried to get
his puttees on.
“Buggered if I know.” David was trying to roll his own around his leg, but
it was a proving a mystery to him too. George Oswin had managed to wrap his
quite well, but Ray Kirkby’s were up to his thighs. George walked over to help
and as he moved his roll began to gape until it flopped around his ankles.
“Bugger!” George sat on the floor and tried again.
Although it would probably take them another week to master the puttees,
when Serjeant Mills strode in to call the Roll, they were all dressed in Khaki, and
looked more like professional soldiers than the raw recruits of the day before.
Each day brought with it a new discipline. They would spend the entire
time learning words of command, how to salute, left-turn, right-turn, about turn.
When the day came for them to learn marching, Serjeant Mills brought out his
pace stick, which reminded David of the compasses he had used when measuring
leather patterns; the clicking room was already becoming a distant memory.
Serjeant Mills told them the distance for each pace in marching time, and used the
stick to demonstrate, flicking it deftly for each man as they took turns to keep
their strides the correct length. When it was David’s turn, he tried to keep to the
correct pace, but was always out of step when he arrived at the end of the Parade
Ground.
“Do it again, and get it right this time!” The Serjeant called at each failed
attempt. Finally, after covering the ground twenty times, he did get it right. The
Corporal led the cheering and David proudly marched back into line. Corporal
Green burst out laughing when Serjeant Mills readjusted the pace stick to what it
should have been throughout David’s incorrect pacing. The men were helpless;
George Oswin was doubled over and Ray wiped his eyes, even Swanny was
laughing. The Serjeant grinned, raised one eyebrow, and snapped the stick closed.
David knew his face must be red, both from marching and embarrassment.
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By sundown they were all able to correctly relate the length of each step to
the distance they moved their feet, even David. Corporal Green brought the
Platoon to attention and after Roll Call they were told to ‘Fall – out!’ The bells of
St Mary de Castro told them it was time for their evening meal and they staggered
towards the canteen, most of them swearing and cursing about their day’s exercise
especially those who, like David, had been subjected to a Serjeant’s practical joke.
“You’re not fuckin’ fit,” Corporal Green was still laughing when they
passed him at the entrance, “but believe you me, you will be by the time we’ve
finished with you!”
“Pass a ciggie,” Harry Hamson held his hand out to David. The packet had only
five left in it, and after putting one between his own lips, David threw another to
Harry and held out the packet to Ray.
“No, ta. I don’t smoke.”
For a moment, David studied Ray’s pale face, then closed the pack and
pushed it back into his pocket before lighting up.
Supper had been similar to that of the night before, but with a different
stodgy pudding. There was no pianist this time and ‘The Tigers’ sat in groups,
smoking and drinking strong, sweet tea.
“What was prison like?” Ray asked Bob Swann.
“What do you want to know that for?”
“Well, you said this isn’t like prison. Is it worse?”
Bob’s hollow laugh sprayed them with the tea he had just swigged. He
placed his tin mug on the table and then, as soulless as a hawk claiming its kill, he
seized Ray’s collar and pulled the young man’s pallid face towards his own.
Harry pushed his chair back and David stood up too. The rest of the men in the
canteen paid little attention to the scuffle and carried on drinking their tea and
smoking.
Ray’s eyes were wide and bulging as he choked in Bob’s grip.
“Leave him be.” David leaned forward, his face close to Bob’s ear.
“Or what?”
“Or you’ll be in bother again; you might end up being found out.”
Knowing he had struck a chord, David backed off and sat down. Bob loosened his
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grip allowing Ray to pull away. They sat in silence for a while, and then Ray,
after straightening his collar, spoke:
“Before I joined up, I worked at the Turk’s Head.”
“The pub opposite the Prison?” George Partridge asked.
“Yes, that’s the one. Well, the Landlord used to tell tales of when they’d
rent out their attic rooms so folks could see the public hangings.”
“When were that?” George Oswin was open mouthed.
“Oh, ages ago, they ain’t hung anybody outside the gates for about fifty
years.”
David looked at Bob, but his expression was empty.
“They didn’t hang the women there though, and some people made money
renting out their attic to see them dangle.” Ray was animated.
“Where did they hang the women then?” George encouraged Ray to tell
them more.
“The Governor, I think his name were Musson, wanted the women
hanging on their own scaffold, so they were taken to Infirmary Square. The
Landlord of the Turk’s Head had an arrangement with the hangman and used to
buy the rope from him, then he’d cut it up and sell it to folks as souvenirs. There’s
still some bits at the Pub now. Made my skin crawl they did when I seen ’em.”
“Well?” David asked Bob.
“Well, what?”
“What is it like inside The Big House?”
Bob leaned back in his chair and held out his hand. David reluctantly gave
him another cigarette.
“It were fuckin’ awful. I were locked in this tiny cell an’ all I ad’ were a
metal bed and a filthy blanket. When I were in there, I had an iron manacle round
my ankle and they only took it off for an hour a day so I could walk round the
yard with the other Scotchcaps. I had a tin bucket to piss and shit in, and that were
only emptied when it were full, and even then I had to wait till it were my hour
outside.”
“What were you in for?” Harry Hamson asked.
“Poachin’”
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“Poachin’? You were treated like that for poachin’?” David shook his
head.
“Everybody’s treated the same, but some for longer.”
“And some until they go quietly to the scaffold.” Ray added.
Bob took a long drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke into Ray’s face.
“If you think they go quietly, you can think again.” Bob rolled the
cigarette between his lips as he spoke, his voice a growl. Ray sat back.
“Just afore I were released, some bloke were hung for killin’ his baby in
Western Park after he’d been taking Laudanum. His screams made my blood run
cold. From the minute the key went into the lock of his cell door, he started to beg
and plead with ’em. I covered my ears, but couldn’t block out his caterwaulin’. I
could still ’ere ’im bawlin’ when ’e were out in the yard. And do you know what
the worst thing was?” The cigarette hung from his bottom lip. The Syston men
sitting near to Bob shook their heads. No-one spoke.
“The worst thing were the quietness when they let the trap-door down and
his neck snapped.” They sat in silence until Bob took a last drag on his cigarette
and threw it to the floor.
“Well, Swanny,” David nodded to Bob, “you’ll never have to hear
anything like that again now that you’re here with us.” The others nodded their
agreement. George Oswin patted Bob on his shoulder and Ray held out his hand
to David.
“Can I have that cigarette now please?”
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Chapter 24
Friday, 20th November 1914.
Training.
“Another day in the Park for us, boys.” Ray was always joking about their routine,
which was becoming increasingly boring. As they marched along Braunstone
Gate, folks cheered and waved when they passed. Soldiers of the Royal Horse
Artillery also trotted by on their mounts, heading towards the Filbert Street
recreation ground to carry out their training.
The soldiers of the 2/4th Leicesters were smartly turned out, although
David still found the tightness of his puttees uncomfortable. When marching, he
no longer kicked the man in front or misjudged the pace; their section was a much
more disciplined unit.
In Western Park, a drummer called Archie Phillips beat out time and they
marched up and down, their boots making dark tracks in frosted grass. SecondLieutenant Harvey marched with them and his white dog waddled beside him; it
was looking fatter than ever, and struggled to keep pace with its master.
By mid-morning, although the soldiers’ breath still formed visible clouds,
they had all warmed up and David was pleased that his legs no longer ached after
drill. His shirt felt tight across his chest though. He would need to see if he could
get a bigger size.
The dog had stopped marching.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey nodded to Serjeant Mills. The Serjeant shouted
across the park:
“Squad – Halt. About – Turn. By the left – Quick March.”
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Their speed increased with the beat of Archie’s drum and Serjeant Mills
hurried them along.
“At the double, left – right, left – right, left right, lef’right, lef’right.” They
reached the far edge of the park, turned and made their way back along the dark
tracks. Each time they reached, and climbed, the slope at the top end of Western
Park, Serjeant Mills turned them around and sent them back again. Drummer
Phillips was struggling to keep up. After some time, they were brought to a halt
on the crest of the rise.
“Stand easy.” Corporal Green instructed his Section. The park was silent
except for a loud whining. David could just see Harvey kneeling under a tree and
beside him, lying on a bed of half-decomposed leaves, was the dog.
Corporal Green instructed his Section to fall out. They slid back down the
incline and the whole Platoon sat down in groups, each man perching on his
backpack. Serjeant Mills and Corporal Green remained standing, positioned
between the Platoon and their Officer, equidistant from each.
The dog howled. The men were becoming restless. It was almost
lunchtime.
“It’s only a fuckin’ dog.” Bob Swann spat.
“But it’s the Lieutenant’s dog,” Ray said.
“I don’t know why he don’t shoot the bloody thing an’ put it out of its
misery.”
“Because it ain’t bad,” Ray told them.
“Well what’s it makin’ a fuckin’ noise like that for then?” Bob kicked at
the ground.
“Coz it’s droppin’ its pups.” Ray was grinning.
“Bloody ’ell, you’ve got good eyesight.” David screwed up his eyes,
trying to see the same as Ray, who was laughing.
“What’s so fuckin’ funny?” Bob stood up.
“Sit down,” David told him.
“Well,” Ray chuckled, “we all thought the Lieutenant’s dog was a fat lad,
but it’s a bitch full ’o pups.”
“No wonder it was always hungry.” David started laughing too.
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Bob Swann looked away.
“Shoot the fucker, I say.”
“’An’ I say shut the fuck up.” David was on his feet, and so was Bob. The
men around them fell silent.
“Right you lot, Fall-in. ” Corporal Green shouted as he strode towards
them.
Bob stuck his chin out towards David and narrowed his eyes.
“Piss off.” David hissed and heaved his backpack onto his shoulders,
ready to march back to the Barracks.
Corporal Green’s Section joined the others in the Platoon and they stood
ready, in four straight lines. Corporal Green gave his command.
“By the left – Quick March.”
The dog, too, was on its feet and managed to keep up, close by Harvey’s
heels.
Back at the Parade Ground, Serjeant Mills dismissed the men and they ran
towards the canteen, hungry after the morning’s marching. David stood for a
moment and watched the dog go into a Barrack room, followed by SecondLieutenant Harvey, whose tunic was bulging and stained with blood from the
morning’s event.
*
“Not like that!” Serjeant Mills walked amongst the Platoon. The men had been
issued with rifles and were being instructed on how to hold them properly.
“Now then, Private,” Serjeant Mills stood beside David. “Start with your
balance controlled.” He pointed to David’s boots. “Feet well apart.”
David moved his left foot out.
“Grip your rifle; firm like as you’d cuddle a girl.”
The rifle was almost as heavy as any girl too, David thought, and he felt
the sinews of his arm muscles tighten as he tried to hold his Lee Enfield steady.
He hadn’t expected it to weigh as much as it did. The men in the Platoon stood in
four lines, their rifles dipped as the soldiers grew weary. The Serjeant lifted his
own rifle with just his right arm and held it straight. He pulled the trigger; a bullet
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flew across the Parade Ground and into a pile of sandbags. He grinned and turned
back to the Platoon.
“Hold them straight,” Serjeant Mills yelled. He was smiling as he watched
the men struggling to hold up their heavy weapons using both arms.
The following days were spent learning the names of the different parts of
their rifles and how to clean and care for them. They learnt how to ‘Present –
Arms’ and ‘Slope – Arms’. David thought that most of the time it was as if the
Drill Serjeant was speaking in code.
“Now then you ’orrible lot,” Corporal Green addressed his Section, “Fix –
Bayonets!”
The men were holding shiny blades in one hand and their rifles, with their
butts resting on the ground, in the other. Along with the others, David tried to put
the two together but, as with all things in the army, there was a correct way to do
this, and they were not doing it.
“ For Christ’s sake,” Corporal Green bawled, “take the handle of the
bayonet in your left hand and push the muzzle of the rifle forward, sharp like.
Eyes – Right!” The men looked confused. The corporal marched along the
Section as the men tried to fix their bayonets whilst at the same time, turning their
heads to the right. On reaching David, who was at the end of the line, the corporal
pushed his face forward and shouted: “Eyes – Left!” David turned his head to the
left, and so did all the others in the line.
“Not you lot, just him – the end man.”
Blank faces followed the Corporal as he moved in front of them. “Look
lively. Draw it upwards, elbows down. Press it home to the catch. And stand up
straight!”
“You!” The Corporal pointed his bayonet at David. “When I say ‘Fix’ you
take three paces forward and you don’t step back until all bayonets are fixed.
Have you got that?”
“Yes, Corporal.” But David didn’t really have any idea.
“Unfix – Bayonets.” The men just stared at their weapons. Corporal Green
carried on with his instruction:
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“Mother ’o God, you’re like a load ’o blind badgers. Keep your heels
together, put the rifle between your knees. Careful like, I don’t want to be taking
anyone to the infirmary before you’ve even left the country.” The men placed
their rifles between their knees. “Now, grasp the handle with your right hand and
put your left thumb on the bolt spring.” He watched as they fumbled for the
spring. “Now, draw the rifle into your body with your knees, like you would a
pretty girl, and press the spring. Raise the bayonet about an inch. Eyes – Left.”
By the end of the day, only four out of the ten men in the Section had cuts
on their hands; they had learnt to fix and unfix their bayonets as well as put them
into scabbards, whilst facing this way and then that, taking time from David at
one end of the row, and George Oswin, the other end man.
That night, the muscles in David’s shoulders and arms ached as if he had
been in a brawl. Despite the cold, sleep came easily; his Lee Enfield was within
three paces of his bed.
*
“Mother o’ God, it ain’t a sack ’o straw, ’tis the bloody Hun!” Corporal Green,
watched by Second-Lieutenant Harvey, was directing David’s Section in using
their bayonets to dispatch the bloody Hun. All morning, they had been running
towards sacks of straw with yellow circles painted onto the hessian: Run forward,
thrust the bayonet, twist it, pull it out, move on.
David ran towards a straw-filled sack that was hanging from a wooden
frame; he aimed at the yellow circle and pushed his rifle forward, felt the blade
cut into the straw, and pulled it out.
“Twist it, man, for God’s sake, twist it. If you don’t twist when it’s inside
Jerry, it won’t bloody do for ’im and come out clean.”
David doubted it would come out clean if it had been in Jerry’s guts. He
ran back to the end of the line and waited his turn for the next assault on the sacks.
Bob Swann was standing in front of him, face flushed, and David noticed that
Swanny’s hands were shaking. He followed Bob’s gaze to the six fat sacks of
straw, hanging from their gibbets.
“All right, Swanny?” David asked.
Bob turned and his body relaxed.
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“Yes.” He almost smiled. “Let me at the fuckin’ Hun.”
When it was Ray’s turn, he ran forward and lunged, almost missing the
sack when Corporal Green pulled it aside.
“Kill him or he’ll fuckin’ kill you.” The Corporal bawled.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey had left the training ground.
*
A day closer to Christmas and rifle training moved to the firing range. About fifty
yards ahead, there was a line of shapes cut from boards. Each resembled a
German soldier, complete with the outline of a spiked helmet, and they were
pitted with old bullet holes.
Corporal Green marched up and down his Section calling out instructions.
“Fire! Not like that! To the left. For God’s sake, right a bit.”
David was lying belly down on the frosted ground with his Lee Enfield
resting on a bale of straw. His rifle was heavy, his arms ached, and his
shirtsleeves were tight around his solid biceps.
“Mother o’ God, aim straight, ’tis the bloody Hun!”
“He’s said it again!” Ray muttered through gritted teeth; he was lying next
to David and appeared irritated by Corporal Green’s favourite description of any
target they were to aim at. The shape Ray had been firing at had been precisely hit
with every pull of the trigger. The holes, in what represented the Hun’s chest and
knees, didn’t grow and simply allowed Ray’s bullet to pass though on its accurate
flight path.
David closed one eye and took aim. He squeezed the trigger and the rifle
kicked like a mule into his shoulder.
“Get them brought closer,” Second-Lieutenant Harvey told his Serjeant,
“except for that one.” He pointed to Ray’s target. “Push that one back.”
David was grateful for a few minutes respite whilst the targets were
repositioned and he could rub his sore shoulder. Ray, however, didn’t seem
troubled by the recoil from his rifle, his slender frame now appearing more
muscular.
Targets were repositioned and they resumed firing, David’s shoulder
aching with each recoil.
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After days of practice, observers were brought in and targets gradually
pushed back to 500 yards. Fire discipline was learnt, and observed, and very soon
every man in the Section could load his rifle, commence firing, and cease firing,
on command. They could also fire fifteen well-aimed shots in one minute.
Ray’s target, however, was always placed further away than the others and
was peppered with fewer bullet holes, each round repeatedly finding exactly the
same objective.
“Kirkby!” Corporal Green shouted as Ray fired his last bullet through the
hole in the centre of his target’s head.
Rob Harvey was standing beside Corporal Green close to Ray’s feet. He
was holding field binoculars and wore a satisfied smile.
“Yes, Corporal.” Ray jumped up.
“This way.” Second-Lieutenant Harvey turned and strode away.
“Well go on man, get a move on,” Corporal Green bawled.
“Yes, Corporal.” Ray saluted and ran after Harvey. David watched him go
and then returned to firing at the distant targets.
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Chapter 25
Thursday, 24th December 1914.
Leave.
The north wind was bitter. David pushed his head down into it, grateful for the
overcoat he had finally been issued. His haversack was heavy, but he had become
used to carrying such a weight and it was no hardship anymore. The silvercrescent moon, surrounded by a million bright stars, smiled down on him as he
trudged along the dark streets. He pushed against the gate and it creaked open in
welcome; his steps quickened. When he reached the front door he paused, taking
in the familiarity of the old house. Reaching for the doorknob, he heard footsteps
approaching and turned to look back down the path. A young man, wearing a
high-domed hat with a wide brim, hurried towards him. David grinned and put his
arm across his stepbrother’s shoulder.
“Dave! It’s good to see you. How long are you home for? Does Mother
know?”
“Hey, steady on.” David laughed at Sid’s exuberance. “Where have you
been in your Scout’s uniform at this time of night?”
“Collecting playing cards.”
“What do you want playing cards for?”
“We’re helping the Police to collect them for the wounded.” Sid’s teeth
began to chatter.
“Come on, let’s go inside and get you warmed up.” David pushed the door
open and warm air wrapped around them.
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“Look who’s here,” Sid called out as he shrugged off his coat and hung up
his hat. Mary appeared from the kitchen, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, flour on
her cheeks.
“David!” She looked tired. “Oh, it’s good to see you, and on Christmas
Eve an’ all. How long are you home for?”
David put his haversack down carefully onto the flagstone floor and
hugged his mother.
“Take your coat off, or aren’t you stopping?” she teased.
“Oh, I’m stoppin’ all right; I’ve got six day’s leave.”
“You’ll be here for Christmas then. That’s grand. Come and sit yourself
down by the fire and I’ll make some tea.”
David hung his overcoat on a peg and put his cap on top. He smiled,
feeling proud of the badge that showed a brass, fearless tiger with its paw raised,
as if it were offering it in greeting. With great care, he lifted the haversack and
followed his mother into the kitchen.
The normally dimly-lit room was bright; the gas mantle being helped by
two paraffin lamps. After pouring boiling water onto fresh leaves, Mary pushed a
tray of mince pies into the oven and turned her attention to an ox tongue, which
she had already cooked and pressed. The back door swung open and Henry
appeared, accompanied by the smell of burning. He was holding two plucked
chickens by their feet, pinfeathers all singed away. Dropping the birds onto the
table he stepped towards David and slapped his back.
“Dave! I didn’t know you were coming home.”
“Neither did I until yesterday.”
“You look, well, bigger.” Henry studied David with his good eye and
David flexed his muscles, grinning at Henry.
“Do you want me to gut them for you, Mam?” David nodded towards the
birds. Their heads were hanging over the edge of the table, feathers still attached
above their plucked necks.
“What’s that noise?” Sid was looking around.
“What kind of noise?” Mary asked him.
“Like a baby crying.”
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“Don’t be daft.” Mary finished slicing the tongue and handed the knife to
David. “There ain’t no babies here.”
“Ah,” said David, but before he could finish, the back door opened and
Emily came in clutching a paper bag.
“What did you manage to get, love?” Mary asked, but Emily didn’t
answer, she put the bag down and rushed over to David.
“David! You’re back. Oh it’s going to be a good Christmas.” Emily’s
cheeks were flushed. “We’ll have the whole family here.” Then her voice
flattened and she looked over towards the fireplace and the photograph that stood
on the mantelpiece. “Except for Ernest.”
David felt a rising wave of jealousy.
“And Charles,” Mary added, then peering into the paper bag she said: “Oh
good, Emily, you’ve brought oranges and chestnuts.”
“There it is again!” Sidney insisted, looking round. David began to laugh.
“What’s so funny?” Sidney looked puzzled.
David put the knife down and walked over to his haversack.
“It’s moving!” Emily shrieked.
David knelt beside his haversack and undid the straps; he reached inside
and when he pulled his hand out he was holding a tiny, black and white animal
that was wriggling and whimpering.
“It’s a kitten!” Henry looked dumbfounded.
“Put your glasses on.” Emily pushed Henry aside. “It’s a puppy!” She
clapped her hands together. “He’s adorable – and so tiny.”
“He’s only a few weeks old,” David told them. He took Emily’s hands and
gently put the writhing pup into them. “And he’s all yours,” he said to her.
“Happy Christmas, Emily.”
David knew he’d played his ace; Emily was radiant and he was sure that if
Mam hadn’t been there, she would have kissed him. Then a dark thought struck
him. “You’ll have to leave it here though, you won’t be able to take it to Bushby.”
Emily grinned, then threw her head back and laughed. The laughter was
infectious, Mary joined in, and then Henry and Sidney. David was mystified, but
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couldn’t help himself as he began to laugh with them. Emily caught her breath
and put her hand on David’s arm.
“Why do you think I’m here and not fulfilling my duties as a domestic
servant?” She wobbled her head, mockingly.
“Have you been sacked?”
“No. I’ve left their employ.”
“But?” David was puzzled.
“I’m working for the Post Office instead; this war ain’t so bad after all.
The men have gone and joined up, so there’s good work for women now and with
all the post to and from the front line, I’ll be kept busy, and I’ll be doing my bit.”
“Well, at least I won’t have to bike all the way to Bushby in this weather.”
David was smiling.
“You’d ’ave a job, lad.” Alf had come in and was pulling his threadbare
overcoat from his muscular shoulders.
“Evenin’, Father.” David shook Alf’s hand. “Why would I have a job?”
Alf pulled a pipe from his pocket and reached for his tobacco. “You ain’t
got a bike no more, it’s gone to the Military,” he said.
David’s mouth fell open. “How am I supposed to get about?”
“It’s all right,” Mary said, lifting a tray of pies from the oven, “we’ve one
bike between us. We’ll manage. Now, get them birds gutted and that pup can have
their lights for its supper.”
David lifted the knife and took a sharpening stone from the table-drawer;
he honed the knife to a razor-edged blade and swiftly chopped two heads from
limp necks and then separated clawed feet from singed legs. He teased Emily by
pulling on the white tendons that were protruding from the severed feet, causing
the toes to twitch in a macabre dance. He slit the fowl’s body from the end of its
breastbone to the Parson’s Nose and pushed his hand into the still-warm carcass.
He slid his fingers under the membrane, separating it from the breastbone, and
with a swift pull, drew the entrails from the first bird, and then did the same with
the second. Mary took the hearts, gizzards, necks and livers to make her gravy and
David chopped up the lungs and dropped them onto an old dish for the puppy.
*
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Looking forward to a cheerful family Christmas, everyone except David and
Emily eventually went to bed. Emily sat on the hearthrug with the puppy curled
up in her lap, fast asleep.
“What are you going to call him?” David asked; he was sitting opposite
her on one of the hard, kitchen chairs.
“I don’t know.” Emily looked thoughtful. “Where did you get him?”
“The Lieutenant’s dog had four pups and I asked if I could have one.”
“Is he nice?”
“Who?”
“Your Lieutenant, of course.”
David looked down at the sleeping pup. “Yes he is. He’s a gentleman.”
“What’s his name?”
“Second-Lieutenant Rob Harvey, but we call him Lieutenant.”
“Then I shall call him Robbie.”
David chuckled and Emily laughed with him, then, very gently so that she
didn’t wake Robbie, she put her puppy onto a scarf that she had placed in a wicker
shopping basket and put it within the warmth of the range.
The kitchen was quiet; the table had been set for breakfast with a large
pork pie in the centre, and a dish of brown sauce beside it.
“Let’s go and sing carols at the church service.” Emily took David’s hands
and pulled to get him to stand up.
“But we normally go to Chapel on Christmas morning.” David protested.
“But if we go tonight, we don’t have to go in the morning and can stay
here while the others go.”
“Just you and me?”
“Well of course just you and me.”
David held Emily’s hands tightly and looked into her eyes; she looked so
happy.
“Emily, I want to ask you something.”
But she was on her way out of the kitchen and reaching for her coat.
“Come on, we’ll be late; the bells are ringing already,” she called to him.
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David was taken aback by the amount of hand shaking and nodding of heads by
the congregation. They were treating him like a hero, even though he hadn’t
ventured any further than Leicester. Every man wearing a uniform was greeted in
a similar way and in the candlelight, cap badges glistened; hard pews welcomed
khaki-clad soldiers.
Reverend Avery finished his sermon and reminded the congregation of the
next day’s services and, in particular, the 8.00 p.m. Intercessions for our Soldiers
and Sailors.
Heads were bowed in prayer and David knelt beside Emily. The Reverend
spoke, the congregation responded in low voices that rumbled through the pews.
At the next response, David leaned towards Emily, his lips almost touching her
ear; he could smell the fresh scent of soap in her hair.
“Will you marry me?” He whispered.
Emily’s kneeling body jolted slightly, but she didn’t look up. She
remained with her head bowed low, eyes firmly closed until prayers were over.
When they stood to sing the last carol, she turned towards him and gave a slight
smile before returning to her hymn book.
“Merry Christmas,” villagers were calling to one another as they left St
Peter’s and handshakes of encouragement were once again bestowed on those in
uniform. The north wind swept through the streets, chilling everyone who was
still out and Emily slipped her arm through David’s as they made their way back.
The house was silent; it felt snug compared to the outdoor chill. Henry and
Sidney were sound asleep upstairs, as were Mary and Alf. David lifted a blanket
that had been left on the back of a kitchen chair, he assumed was for him and took
it into the front room; Emily would have taken his old bedroom. He returned to
the warmth of the kitchen where the puppy was sleeping soundly in its basket
under the gas mantle that was affording a low light to the room. The smell of
baking hung in the air and the grate in the range glowed orange, keeping it warm
and ready for Christmas Day.
Emily checked on the puppy and turned to face David, who was standing
between her and the door to the staircase. Neither had spoken on the way home
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from church and they stood in awkward silence, the only sound was from the
popping and hissing of the gaslight.
David stepped forward and took Emily’s hands in his. She didn’t pull
away, but stepped in closer, her eyes looking up into his. He released her hand
and gently cupped her chin in his. They drew together and he tilted her head back
slightly. She closed her eyes. He pulled her towards him and felt her hand slide
around his back. He kissed her, gently at first, scarcely brushing his lips against
hers; then she began to kiss him back. Their arms laced around each other and he
felt her breasts soft against his well-muscled chest. His hands slid down to her
hips and he pulled her closer still. He kissed her neck, the flesh above her collar
and the dip at the base of her throat. The puppy whimpered. Emily pulled away
and walked over to check the basket, then turned out the gas lamp. She took
David’s hand and he followed her upstairs, both treading quietly in the still of the
night.
*
Christmas Dinner had been a triumph for Mary; the whole family had enjoyed
eating Sidney’s hens as well as an enormous plum pudding; one or two had even
found a silver sixpence in their portion. Those who had wanted to set off for the
afternoon Carol Service, leaving the rest of the family to enjoy their day off
together. A holly branch in the corner of the front room was decorated with
wooden figures, carved by Alf – a new one added each year; this Christmas he
had carved a toy soldier and named it Ernest. Candles flickered, throwing long
shadows around their front room. Roasting chestnuts popped their skins open and
everyone took a turn at picking one up without getting burnt. Henry and Sidney
were playing cards, Alf was dozing, Mary was admiring her new brooch, a dainty
piece set in stones of the purple, green and white suffragette colours and Emily
played with the puppy as it chased chestnut shells. David was reading the Parish
Magazine; on the inside page he saw his name in a list of those serving in His
Majesty’s Forces. He then turned to: Extracts from our own Soldiers Letters. He
chuckled when he read one from Driver F. Mann: We are on duty one day in four
and the other days we go drilling or route marching – David could identify with
what was said – We have plenty to eat and are very comfortable in our billets. I
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am just getting into the way of getting up early, but it does take some doing, we do
not stop up late at night. ‘Well,’ David thought, ‘that sounds all right’. He read a
few more, then his attention was drawn to one by Fred Butler from the No. 8
General Hospital, Rouen: I have been wounded in the right hand by shrapnel. We
had it hot last week. Pals killed all around me, but, thank God, I escaped. It was
terrible. We mowed the Germans down as fast as they came up. David shivered.
“Throw another log on the fire if you’re cold,” Mary told him. As he stood
up and lifted some wood, the back door slammed. David made to see who it was,
but before he reached the front-room door it flew open and in rushed a khaki-clad
soldier sporting a Tiger badge on his cap.
“Ernest!” Emily cried out and jumped to her feet. She rushed over to her
brother and flung her arms around his neck.
“Eee, lad, it’s good to see you. Come and sit down.” Mary patted the chair
David had just risen from. Ernest took off his overcoat and cap and settled
himself. Emily sat close by his feet. David knew that the rest of Christmas would
now revolve around Ernest. He fought to curb his rising jealousy, especially when
he watched Emily doting on her brother’s every word.
“Leicester Fosse are playing Derby County on Monday,” David said to
Ernest, “you coming?”
“I’d like to, but I have to be at the station for nine o’clock on Sunday
morning to take the train to Luton, and then back to France.”
“I didn’t know you were in France, I thought you were in Ireland, why
didn’t you say in your letters?” Mary questioned.
“You know I can’t tell you where I am when I write, and if I did, it would
just be crossed out.”
“Why are you home then?” David asked, he was sitting on a hard chair
that he had fetched from the kitchen.”
“We’ve got to take back sandbags, shovels and trench pumps. It ain’t half
wet, and so bloomin’ cold. Trenches are flooded and some chaps got frostbite.
When they pulled their socks off some of their toes came away an’all.”
“Oh,” Emily’s hand flew to her throat, “are they all right?”
“They’ve been sent home to recover.”
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“Where is your Battalion then?” David quizzed Ernest further.
“We’ve just taken over the front-line trenches in Bois Grenier, near
Armentières.”
“Seen any Mademoiselles then?”
“Oh yes, plenty.” Ernest laughed and ruffled Emily’s hair. Then he fell
silent and stared into the fire. David sensed that Ernest was reflecting on whatever
was happening in France.
“I’ll come to the game,” Sidney said. David nodded and smiled, satisfied
that Ernest wouldn’t be around for very long.
*
“That’s the second match in a row that we’ve lost six-nil,” David grumbled as he
and Sid left the ground. “We haven’t won ’owt since the beginning of
November.”
“That’s because all our best players have joined up,” Sid offered by way
of explanation.
“So have Derby’s, I mean, losing seven-two against Leeds, I could play
better than they do.” David was probably right; he was looking forward to playing
for his regiment in France or Belgium.
Football always made David hungry, whether he was playing or watching,
and he was looking forward to one of his Mother’s hearty meals. There was a fire
blazing in the front room and David stood before it, warming his hands. Robbie
waddled in, his paws slipping on the floorboards, and began biting and tugging at
David’s turn-ups. David scooped the puppy up and held it in front of him.
“What are you doing? Put him down,” Emily scolded.
“He was biting my leg,” David joked. He put the pup down on the
hearthrug and pushed the door to. He pulled Emily towards him and kissed her,
running his hands up and down her back. She pushed her full breasts against his
well-muscled chest and his kisses became more urgent.
“Emily!” Mary called from the kitchen.
“Yes, Mother.”
“Will you butter some bread please?”
Emily made to move towards the door, but David caught her hand.
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“You haven’t given me an answer yet, Em, and I have to go back
tomorrow.”
Emily giggled and pulled her hand free.
“I’ll tell you in the morning,” she teased “and then you’ll know whether or
not you’ll have to ask Father.”
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Chapter 26
Saturday, 9th January 1915.
Pageant.
David was standing easy with his Battalion in a thronged Victoria Park. The 4th
Leicesters were assembled alongside those training with Kitchener’s New Army
from the Glen Parva Barracks. There was hardly a spare inch of ground. Police
officers, Boy Scouts, contingents from the Church Lads’ Brigade, about a
thousand lads from the Leicester Junior Training Corps and two thousand
members of the Leicester Citizens’ Training League spread themselves across
every available space.
“Ay-up,” Harry Hamson whispered, “I think we’re off.” David watched
Second-Lieutenant Harvey and Corporal Green, move towards them.
“Atten – shun!” The stamping of boots on the hard ground thundered
across the Park. “By the left, Quick – March.”
David and his men proudly led the procession, and the gathering moved
off at 1.45 p.m. precisely. A lorry was waiting on the Welford Road and as the
soldiers approached, it began to move off. David saw that it was carrying two
captured German machine guns and was escorted by eight wounded men from the
2nd Battalion, marching with fixed bayonets, and led by a Serjeant. David had
read about the night-attack by the 2nd Battalion on the German trenches when the
guns had been seized a month earlier and felt rewarded in accompanying the
brave men who had been part of that action. People lined the streets, cheering as
they passed and David felt the warm glow of almost being heroic ripple though
his veins.
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The lorry stopped outside the Tigers’ rugby ground and massed bands
played as the parade dispersed inside. Corporal Green instructed his men to fall
out. David and the others mingled with the ever-growing crowd who were
preparing to listen to speeches before the promised rugby match against a team of
Canadians.
The Lord Lieutenant spoke first. The audience roared and it was difficult
to hear his words. David managed to catch: “Until Germany is utterly crushed,
and the menace of its armed forces destroyed, England will go on fighting.” Wellwishers patted David on the back throughout, almost knocking him over in their
enthusiasm. “..rely on Leicester men of both Borough and County to take their
full share of this grave responsibility,” the Lord Lieutenant continued. Bob Swann
stayed close to David. He had his cap pulled down over his eyes, his overcoat
collar turned up and a woollen scarf wrapped around his face; only his red nose
was visible.
“Police behind us,” David muttered. He saw Bob’s body stiffen and then
he bent down as if tying his bootlace. Bob looked up at David who was laughing
at the dread he had induced. Bob stood up.
“Bastard!” he hissed, and then his eyes twinkled. David knew he was
grinning under his scarf.
They watched as the Mayor took to the platform, his chain of office
glinting in the weak afternoon sunlight. He puffed out his chest and swept his
gaze over the masses. When he spoke, his voice was forceful, but cracked
occasionally on emphasising the righteousness of the cause. He concluded with
the sentiment that everyone should be “looking forward to the future with hope
and confidence.” Polite applause ran around the ground, then the Mayor called
out: “Are we downhearted?”
David’s voice joined over twenty-thousand others who shouted back:
“No!”
“We are not,” the Mayor continued. “We need to be patient, steadfast, and
confident, fully assured that we shall emerge from the conflict not only
triumphant but with a truer exemplification of those qualities by which alone a
nation can be great.”
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The Mayor left the platform to loud cheers and David rubbed his hands
together as everyone made ready for the rugby match. The enthusiastic applause
for Tom Crumbie and his team was also extended to the Canadian side as they ran
out onto the pitch.
By half time the Tigers were in command of the game. Tom Crumbie
spoke to the supporting crowd, encouraging those who hadn’t enlisted to do so.
He announced that there would be no more matches on the ground until the war
was over – it was to be used for military training. The crowd quieted down as they
awaited the second half and David felt a hand press his forearm.
“Emily!” He took her hands in his and squeezed them. “What are you
doing here?”
“The same as everyone else I should think.” She laughed and then said:
“I’ve something for you.”
“And what might that be?” David slipped his arm around her waist and
whispered into her ear, smelling her familiar soap as his nose brushed against her
hair.
“This.” She pulled a paper rectangle from her pocket and pressed it into
his hand. He turned it over and grinned at the photograph of Emily smiling back
at him. He squeezed her more tightly and kissed her forehead.
“Thank you.” His lips lightly caressed her cheek.
“That’s so as you won’t forget what I look like.”
Her words were lost in the roars of the crowd as the game resumed and
The Tigers stormed ahead, scoring a try within the first minute. David noticed
Emily give a puzzled look towards Swanny who was still standing close by, but
neither of them said anything. A hush fell over the ground as the Tigers’ fullback
prepared to convert the try.
“I’m going back now,” Emily whispered. David nodded, his eyes never
leaving the kicker. Another roar from the crowd filled the ground as the ball
soared between the goalposts. David turned, but Emily was gone.
*
“Thank God that’s over.” Swanny sat down opposite David in the canteen.
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“It were a grand day, though.” David was tucking in to his meal of meat
with onions and gravy, cabbage and mashed potatoes. The smell of boiled
cabbage hung in the air.
“Might ’ave been for you, I had to keep that bloody scarf round me face
all the time. I were glad to get back ’ere.”
“Grand result!” George Oswin joined in.
“Yeah, we were too good for them Johnny Canucks. Forty-two points to
six, eh?” Harry Hamson sprayed potato as he spoke.
“Were that your sister I saw at the match?” George Partridge asked David.
“She ain’t me sister.” David finished his meal and lit a cigarette.
“But it were your Emily, weren’t it?” George insisted.
“Yes, she were there. Did your girl show up then?”
“Annie couldn’t come, besides, she don’t like rugby, or crowds.”
“What do you mean, your girl?” Harry had finished his meal and wiped
his mouth with the back of his hand. “Emily ain’t your girl, she’s your sister.”
“No she ain’t!” David slammed his fist down onto the table.
Swanny looked from David to George Partridge. “Shut up,” he growled,
“and get on with the game.” He threw a battered deck of cards onto the table.
David nodded his acknowledgment.
The games had gone mostly in Swanny’s favour, but the last one hadn’t
been won and at a farthing a game the pot was a wealthy one.
“I’m out.” Harry Hamson threw his cards onto the up-turned deck.
“Nine, ten, Jack, to the Board,” George Oswin offered. George Partridge
threw in.
“What you got then?” Swanny rolled his cigarette between his lips and
waited for David to turn over his first hand.
“Prial of threes,” David said as he turned over the cards.
Swanny shook his head and turned his over.
“Jack, Queen, King, basher, and spades at that. What’s your backhand?”
David grinned and very slowly turned over an ace of spades, then a two of
spades and a two of hearts.
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“Bugger! You jammy sod.” Swanny turned over his backhand to reveal
the two of diamonds and two of clubs, but with a ten of hearts.
David scooped up the pot and tipped his winnings into his pocket.
“You won’t be able to spend that in France - if we ever go.” George
Oswin said and tipped the dregs of his cold tea down his throat.
“Do you think Ray’s there already?” Harry Hamson asked.
“Don’t know,” David lit another cigarette, “he might be, but I think we’d
have known if any more Leicesters had gone.”
“It’s getting a bit hotter now, ain’t it?” George Oswin said, “the Germans
are getting closer. There was that air raid near Dover just afore Christmas and
now they’ve sunk one of our ships in the channel.”
“Which one?” David asked; he knew Charlie had signed up to join the
Navy.
“Formidable, I think it said.” George was a reliable reporter of any news
and no-one doubted him.
“Did we lose many?” David asked.
“They said about six-hundred and about a hundred and fifty survivors.”
“Bloody Jerrys. Let’s get at ’em.” Swanny growled, a look of utter hatred
in his eyes.
No-one had seen Serjeant Mills come into the canteen and walk across to
where Swanny was sitting.
“Private Swann!”
Swanny jumped to his feet.
“Yes, Serjeant.”
“Come with me.”
“Yes, Serjeant.” Swanny threw a puzzled look towards David, who
shrugged.
The two men marched across the canteen towards the exit, and it was then
David saw them; two Military Police Officers waiting by the door.
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Chapter 27
Saturday, 16th January 2015.
Colours.
Emily put the last of the letters onto a pile ready for delivery. She shivered and
pulled her cardigan closer around her.
“Oh Ernest, why don’t you write?” She shouted to the pile of envelopes,
which contained quite a number for the Rev’d Avery from overseas. There was
even one from Malta. It was difficult to read the addresses in the weak glow of the
lamp.
She tipped more coal onto the fire that was beginning to come alive and
throw warmth into the Post Office. A blackened kettle, which was balancing on a
trivet over the flames, would soon begin to sing and she would make tea for
herself and Gertie, when her good friend, and fellow postal worker, turned up.
Emily stepped out into the street to see if the milk cart was near and was
almost blown over by a forceful, westerly wind. The pounding of feet joined the
sound of heavy rain, which had been lashing down since midnight, and Gertie
Oswin ran into the Post Office. Emily followed her inside. The church clock was
striking eight as Gertie pulled off her hat and shook it over Robbie, who was lying
on the rug in front of the fire, which hissed as fat droplets fell into the grate.
“I ain’t goin’ out again in that,” Gertie said, “the delivery will have to
wait.”
“But it’s your turn,” Emily told her, “and don’t shake your wet things all
over the place.”
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Gertie patted Robbie and sat down on a low stool beside the fire.
Presently, the clopping of hooves outside told them that the milk cart had arrived.
Emily looked at Gertie who didn’t move.
“I’ll go then,” Emily said, and grabbed her coat. When she returned Gertie
was holding her head in her hands.
“Is anything the matter?” Emily asked and hung up her wet overcoat.
Gertie shook her head.
“I can see there is, what is it?”
“Oh, Em, I’ve done summat stupid and now I don’t know what to do.”
Emily made tea and pushed the hot cup into Gertie’s hands.
“Come on, it can’t be that bad, you can tell me, can’t you?”
“You’ll never forgive me.”
Emily sat down on a hard chair. She glanced up at the clock; twenty-past
eight, customers usually started to arrive around half-past, but the bad weather
might keep them away a little longer. The dark clouds outside sent murky
shadows into the room and even though the sun had risen, Emily kept the lamp lit
in an attempt to dispel the gloom.
“Come on, afore folks start comin’ in. Tell me Gertie.”
“I can’t.”
“It’s a man isn’t it?” Emily asked.
Gertie nodded.
“What have you done then? Given him a white feather? Given him a
kiss?”
“Worse than that.” Gertie looked ashamed.
“You haven’t!” Emily said, but felt no conviction to cast judgment
considering her time spent with David.
Gertie nodded.
“Well, it ain’t the end of the world. Who was it?”
“I can’t say.”
“Will you see him again?”
“He’s gone.”
“Gone? Where?”
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“France.”
“Oh, I see. It’s a soldier ain’t it?”
Gertie nodded again.
“Don’t be upset, Gertie, he’ll be back.”
“You don’t understand.” Tears had begun to roll down Gertie’s cheeks.
“Yes, I do, he’s told you he loves you and he’ll miss you and wanted to
remember you so you went with him. You should have waited until you were
wed, but there’s no harm done, really. I won’t tell and whoever you do marry, if it
isn’t him, need never know.”
Gertie stood up and threw back her head. “I think I’m having his child!”
she cried.
Emily almost dropped her teacup. “Oh my God, you stupid girl. Who was
it?”
Gertie shook her head.
“Tell me.”
Gertie straightened her shoulders and pursed her lips. She looked Emily in
the eye and blurted out the answer: “Ernest!”
Emily stood up and reached for the counter to steady herself.
“No. It can’t have been. He wouldn’t.”
“Well he did. We did. And I haven’t heard anything from him since.”
The bell above the door chimed and the day’s first customer entered.
*
Emily had found it difficult to concentrate and Gertie left with the deliveries
sooner than she had originally intended, although the rain had eased a little. Her
thoughts slid back to Christmas Eve and David making love to her whilst her
family slept. She closed her eyes and prayed that she too hadn’t caught. She loved
David and was wearing his ring, but please God, don’t let me be so, she thought.
The door opened and Emily’s heart sank when Mrs Walker-Holmes came in.
“Is there anything for me?” the older woman demanded.
“I’ll just check.” Emily knew there wasn’t, but went through all the items
for collection once more. Mrs Walker-Homes surveyed the cramped office, her
eyes peering into every corner as she waited.
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“Sorry, nothing today, although the post has already left so there may be a
letter waiting for you when you get home.” Emily made an effort to be polite.
“I can’t see any recruitment posters in here.”
Emily didn’t answer.
“They’re all off now so more young men will be needed. Is that brother of
yours going?”
“Ernest is already serving at the Front.” Emily said in response.
“Not him, the other one you went to Church with at Christmas.”
“Oh, you mean David. He’s not my brother, he’s my fiancé.” Emily said,
and smiled at her step-mother’s adversary.
Mrs Walker-Holmes’s mouth fell open and for an extraordinary moment,
she was speechless. Then she found her voice:
“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s your brother, it’s immoral, it’s illegal.”
“He’s my step-brother!” Emily countered. “We are not related, we love
each other and we are getting married.”
Mrs Walker-Holmes’s eyes were blazing. “Well, now he’s being sent to
the front, you may not get that chance, and that might be a good thing.”
“How dare you speak like that!” Emily was incensed. “And what do you
mean now that he’s being sent to the front.”
“Didn’t you know? The train is leaving this afternoon to take our boys to
France, and not before time.” Mrs Walker-Holmes looked smug.
“Oh, what time?” Emily felt a wave of alarm rising.
“The train leaves this afternoon. I shan’t be going; my son is at Officer
Training and is about to get his commission, and I’ve work to do here.”
“How do you know all this? I haven’t heard anything.”
“I thought everyone knew.” Mrs Walker-Holmes was smirking. “Now, get
some posters up in here, and that,” she pointed to Robbie, “should be given to the
regiment so it can be put to work.”
“Goodbye, Mrs Walker-Holmes,” was Emily’s reply.
*
Emily felt hope slide out of her as she saw the omnibus pulling away. She
stamped her foot and cold water splashed up her leg.
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“Damn you Gertie!” Emily’s voice caught in her throat and she pushed the
back of her gloved hand over her mouth. Because of that strumpet she had missed
the bus into Leicester. If Gertie had been back from the deliveries five minutes
earlier Emily would have made it to the bus stop in time. By means of apology,
Gertie had agreed to take Robbie home, which was of little consolation now.
Emily squared her shoulders and began to stride out down the Leicester Road. It
would be ages before another omnibus came by, but at least she would be well on
the way. She walked as briskly as she could and although the rain had eased, the
roads held deep puddles and her feet slipped and slid, hindering her progress.
*
Eventually, the draft to make up the 1/4th Leicesters arrived and David marched
with his company out of Magazine Square. Corporal Green stood them at ease and
they waited. One by one the other Companies marched through and took up their
positions in quarter column. The men were all dressed in Field Service Marching
Order and each carried one hundred rounds of ammunition, which didn’t hinder
them, as it would have done two months earlier when they were fresh from the
factories.
“Thank Christ we’re going at last,” Bob Swann said to David as he leaned
on his rifle.
“No more close calls for you then,” David replied, “I thought you were in
for it when they came to get you last week.”
“So did I. I thought me brother ’ad turned up at ’ome, but ’e ain’t, so the
sooner I get to France the safer I’ll be. They wanted to question me as to the
whereabouts of my brother.”
“Bill? Why, what’s he done?”
“Nowt you duffer. I’m supposed to be Bill ain’t I? They’re lookin’ for
Bob.”
“You’re a bloody liar, Swanny, and you should face up to your crime, but
you’ll soon be facin’ Jerry, so I ’spose that’ll ’ave ta do.”
Suddenly there was a sharp word of command:
“Fix – Bayonets!” The men deftly secured their blades.
“Present – Arms!” Arms were brought to the ‘present’.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

102

The Colours were raised and the Colour Party began to march past. David
watched the silk of the King’s Colours held high on the left of the party and the
Regimental Colours on the right departing down Newarke Street towards St.
Martin’s Church where they would be laid up whilst the battalion was away on
active service. The Tiger in the centre of the Regimental colours appeared to be
waving a greeting as it passed; or was it goodbye?
David looked about him and he could tell that every soldier was
experiencing the same thrill as he was. He felt his stomach clench and his chest
expand as if his whole body was being inflated with the pride of allegiance. There
was something sacred and thrilling about those rich pieces of silk, which caused a
lump to rise in his throat, and his chin to lift slightly as he watched the Colour
Party disappear from view. It was as if The Colours embodied their souls.
David and the battalion moved off when the Colour Party returned. The
streets were full and as they passed the Leicestershire Club, he saw Mr Garner
standing on the steps with a group of employers, who were wishing their lads
‘Godspeed’. David had never really understood what that meant, but smiled up at
them, accepting their good wishes. At the end of Belvoir Street, and all along
Granby Street the crowd was dense and folks cheered; mothers calling goodbye to
their sons, sweethearts to their lovers, and friends to their pals. Children were held
for their fathers to give a parting kiss to and strangers called out encouragement.
David saw George Partridge’s Annie run out to him and plant a kiss on his cheek,
but there was no sign of Emily.
When they arrived at Midland Station it was buzzing with excitement, a
military band played and the mood was festive. Second-Lieutenant Harvey led his
men onto the platform and David saw a shabby woman rush up to the officer and
place her dirty hand on his arm.
“I’ll be ’ere waiting for ya when ya get back, me duck,” she said in a
gravelly voice and grinned showing a few blackened teeth. Rob Harvey smiled
congenially and waved his men, who were laughing helplessly, towards the
waiting train. Doors were swung open and the men clambered aboard, throwing
their equipment onto the racks, unbuttoning their collars and jostling for a seat by
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the window. David hesitated and looked along the length of the platform; the last
few goodbyes were being trapped under the station roof, sucking the oxygen from
the smoky air. And the band played on.
*
Emily hurried along the damp roads, praying that another omnibus would rattle
along. She knew it was futile to try to walk the distance to the Midland Station,
but the buses did run more frequently on Saturdays and she clung to the hope that
another would be along soon. A horse and cart passed her, heading in the opposite
direction, but nothing was heading towards town.
“Please, God, don’t let me be too late,” she prayed, knowing her heart that
she might not get there in time.
Emily trudged on, making as much haste as she could along the muddy
lanes. Presently, she heard a regular thudding of hooves on the softened earth. As
they drew nearer she turned; it was the horse and cart that had passed her earlier.
“Whoa,” the driver called to the mud-splattered horse that slid to a halt
beside Emily. “Where are you goin’ lass? It ain’t fit to be out walkin’ tha knows.”
“Oh, Mr Gamble,” Emily recognised the driver now, he was the joiner
who was also the village undertaker, “I’m trying to get to the Midland Station
before the soldiers leave for France this afternoon. I missed the bus and I don’t
know when the next one will come, if there is a next one.”
“Jump up then,” Tom Gamble held out his hand and pulled Emily up onto
the damp, narrow seat. “I can take you as far as Shady Lane.”
“That would be most helpful, thank you.” Tom shared his blanket with
Emily, throwing it over her knees, and slapped the reins on his horse’s back. The
cart rattled down the country lanes and Emily told Tom all about David and Mrs
Walker-Holmes’s comments.
“Well it won’t be easy, some folks’ll try and mek trouble for you,” Tom
told her, “but it’s nobody’s business but yours.” He slapped the reins again to
encourage his horse to go faster.
At last an omnibus arrived at Shady Lane and trundled along and into the
town. Emily alighted when it stopped close by the Midland Station, and
quickened her pace again. She could hear a band playing, its music muted by the

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

104

damp weather, and made haste, exhilarated that she would be able to see David
before he left. She pushed her way onto the platform against a crowd of people
who were moving back towards the London Road. Then her excitement curdled to
sour disappointment as to her utmost horror, she watched the train chug its way
round the bend and out of sight. Hot tears flowed down her cheeks and her heart
sank in sadness and despair. The man she loved had slipped away and she hadn’t
been there; she had let him down. The band stopped playing and its members
marched from the platform. Emily stood alone, staring down the track, and as the
daylight faded she slipped into a listless torpor, weighed down with absolute
wretchedness.
*
“What’s up, Dave?” George Oswin dropped down onto the seat next to David,
who shook his head, but said nothing. Doors slammed and the train wheezed and
grunted as the men continued to squeeze in and pile the racks high with their
packs and equipment. An air of excited anticipation filled the carriages and when
the battalion was entrained, and the final door banged to, the guard waved his
green flag and a whistle signalled their departure. Soldiers leaned out of windows
above the doors and others pressed their faces against the carriages’ sooty glass,
bidding farewell to their flag-waving loved ones who lined the platform. A
resounding cheer rattled the ironwork as the click-clack of the wheels increased
and they steamed out of the station and into the countryside. Cows looked up as
the train sped past, as if offering their valediction to the departing soldiers. David
sat in silence. An overwhelming sadness enveloped him and he didn’t trust
himself to speak. He took a cigarette from George and said a silent prayer,
wondering what would be the end of it all.
*
Emily was exhausted. She pushed open the back door and hung up her damp coat.
“Come and sit by the fire,” Mary told her, “you look starved though.”
Emily sat and held her hands out towards the grate. Robbie was in his favoured
position on the hearthrug and Emily patted his head; she accepted a cup of tea
from her step-mother.
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I see Gertie brought him home,” Emily said. “At least she managed to get
that right.” Mary gave her a quizzical look then took an envelope from the
sideboard.
“There’s a letter for you, it’s from the Barracks.”
Emily ripped open the military-issue envelope and pored over David’s
words.
“When did this come?”
“Gertie brought it this morning.”
“But she can’t have. I sorted the post myself this morning.”
“Well, she did. I thought it was strange that it came here when you were at
the Post Office.”
“Damn Gertie!”
“Well, it wasn’t really her fault if you didn’t see it,” Mary offered in
Gertie’s defence.
“You don’t know what she’s done,” Emily wailed, still regarding Ernest as
blameless. Mary looked even more puzzled, but didn’t press Emily. Instead she
asked to see David’s letter. Emily handed it to her and for the second time that
day cried as Mary read her son’s words telling them that he would be leaving for
Luton, that afternoon and then to France shortly afterwards.
“Why didn’t she bring the letter to me sooner?” Emily was still blaming
Gertie.
“She wouldn’t have known what was in the letter,” Mary tried to reason.
“Well, if she had been quicker with the post I could have caught the bus
and I wouldn’t have missed him. He’ll think I don’t care, he’ll think I don’t love
him.”
“Then you must write to him and tell him why you weren’t there to see
him off. And get yourself a backbone, girl – it’s no use crying when things go
wrong. There’s going to be some hard times ahead of us and you’re not to be so
thin-skinned.”
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Chapter 28
Friday, 19th February 1915.
Inspection.
When they arrived at Luton, the battalion was billeted in different places around
the town. Some were in private homes, some in schools and David, with his
section, were in a chapel. Training was even harder than it had been at the
barracks and once again the men needed larger uniforms.
Shortly after arriving in Luton, David received a letter. Post from home
was always a frantic and happy event and something the soldiers welcomed with
cheerful anticipation.
“You seem in better spirits today,” Swanny said.
David waved the envelope. “Letter from home.”
“Well it seems to have put you in a better mood than you have been.”
“It’s from Emily; she didn’t miss seeing us off on purpose, she didn’t get
my letter and got to the station too late. She were heartbroken.”
Swanny slapped David on his back. “Come on, we’re doin’ range firing
today.”
They marched the short distance to the firing range, each man having a
hundred rounds of ammunition. When they strode onto the field, David saw a
young man running towards them, his grin wider than a piano keyboard. There
was much back-slapping and shaking of hands.
“Ray!” David greeted him. “Good to see you.”
“You an’ all mate. Won’t be long now – the whole Division is here and
loads of stuff has been sent from the ordnance.”

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

107

“About bloody time,” Swanny said. “What the hell’s that?” He was
pointing to Ray’s rifle. Ray laughed.
“Ain’t you never seen a telescopic sight afore?”
“How come you get one o’ them and we just get ordinary sights?” Swanny
looked resentful. Ray leaned in towards them and patted the side of his nose with
his forefinger.
“Sniping,” he whispered.
David raised his eyebrows. “I’ll stick wi’ you then,” he told Ray, and they
moved towards the straw bales. All that morning they lay on the soggy ground
firing at distant targets until their arms ached.
*
Emily thanked the milk-man who was now bringing post into the village as well.
Inside the Post Office she had already made up the fire and filled the kettle so that
she could concentrate on sorting out the first delivery of the day. The bag was
heavy and she tipped it out onto the counter. It wasn’t her turn to take the letters
around the village, but Gertie, as usual, was late. Emily’s stomach clenched and
her heart fluttered when she saw a letter for her, the address written in David’s
neat, swirling handwriting. She pressed it against where she thought her heart
should be and then slid it into her apron pocket before continuing to sort the
morning post into piles; one for each street. There was a letter for Gertie, too.
Emily recognised the writing and felt vexed that Ernest should write to Gertie and
not to her. Perhaps Gertie had written telling him of her condition. She propped
the letter up above the key-shelf next to the cellar door and carried on dividing up
the delivery. At least she had been reassured that she, too, was not in a similar
situation.
Emily was drinking her second cup of tea when Gertie finally arrived and
was about to give her a telling off when she noticed how pale her friend looked.
“Are you all right?”
“Been throwing up ever since I got out of bed,” Gertie told her. Emily
pursed her lips and offered her a cup of tea. Gertie swayed and Emily pulled a
chair over.
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“Sit down,” Emily said, “I’ll do the deliveries today, you ain’t in no fit
state.” Gertie nodded and Emily put on her hat and coat then slung the postbag
across her shoulders. “There’s a letter for you,” Emily called on her way out.
Gertie looked up. “It’s on the key shelf,” Emily told her, omitting to say who it
was from, and closed the door behind her.
The biggest bundle of letters was for the Reverend Avery and Emily took
those first to the Vicarage. After she had delivered to Church Street, her bag was
lighter and she stopped and took her own letter from her pinafore pocket. She had
been going to wait until later to open it, but wanted to read David’s words and
imagine his voice as if he were speaking them to her. She read:
Dear Emily,
Thank you for your letter. I hope you are well. We are in fine spirits here.
We first went to Luton, but only stayed there three days before we were drafted to
Bishop’s Stortford to complete our training. After being there a few weeks, I was
again sent to Luton, where I am now, for a week’s range firing before returning to
Bishop’s Stortford to receive our orders that we are going abroad on active
service. The lads are looking forward to it, but I would rather be with you, my
dearest. We have been told that on Friday we shall be inspected before leaving by
somebody very important. What do you think to that then? I hope you like the
photo. It was took outside the hut I used to be in. It was only took for fun. Write
soon, my love. Fondest love from David. x x x
‘Oh my word,’ thought Emily, ‘what a lot of to-ing and fro-ing.’ She
pulled the photograph from the envelope and laughed out loud. Fifteen Leicester
lads, nine standing and six seated, including David, looked relaxed. David had his
arms and legs crossed and his cap pulled down over his eyes. The soldier in the
middle of the row had turned his head just as the photograph was taken and his
face was a blur. The two Georges stood together; George Oswin, handsome and
smiling, George Partridge, ears protruding and with a cigarette in his hand.
“You look happy.” A small woman wearing a thick but thread-bare coat
had stopped by and was smiling at Emily.
“Oh, hello Mrs Pollard. Yes, I’ve had a letter from David.”
Emma Pollard nodded, and then laid a gloved hand on Emily’s arm.
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“You know they’re cankin’ about you don’t you?”
Emily squared her shoulders and tilted her chin upwards. “What do you
mean?” she asked.
“Well, you and David being engaged. Folk are sayin’ it ain’t right.”
“And what about you? What do you say?” Emily challenged. Mrs Pollard
smiled. She still lived in the small cottage on Paddock Row in between the one
where Mary had brought her young family up before marrying Emily’s father, and
the one where George Partridge’s family lived. She had always made a fuss of
David and had often looked after him whilst Mary had gone to work, cleaning
other people’s houses.
“I say it ain’t nobody’s business but yorn,” Emma Pollard told her.
“Anyroad, ’e ain’t your proper brother like your Ernest is he? So I can’t see nowt
wrong.”
“Thank you, Mrs Pollard. I think I know where the catty comments are
coming from.” Both women nodded in unspoken agreement. Emily showed the
photograph to Mrs Pollard, who also laughed at the Leicester lads whilst pointing
to David, then George Partridge.
“I have a letter for you, too.” Emily pulled a now familiar censored-andstamped envelope from her bag and handed it to Mrs Pollard who dropped her
own shopping-bag on to the ground and, hands trembling, ripped open the letter.
“It’s from Percy!” Mrs Pollard’s plump cheeks glowed as her smile
pushed them upwards. “He’s in the Guards, you know.” Slightly ashamedly, she
held out the letter to Emily. “Will you read it for me?”
“Of course.” Emily was delighted to help her new-found ally and took the
letter. “He wrote this on the twenty-sixth of December,” Emily said, quickly
looking over Percy’s words, and then she read them aloud to his Mother:
“I am still alive and kicking. We were in the trenches Christmas Eve and
Christmas Day. It was very cold. The Germans kept sending us a few greetings.
We saw an Indian soldier do a brave deed. He went right out in the front of our
trenches to get one of our wounded in. He carried him about twenty yards and
then he got wounded. Then another Indian went out and brought them both safely
in. It was worth a V.C. It did not seem much like Christmas. We did not have any
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Christmas Carols but instead the sound of the German guns. We had some
Christmas pudding on Christmas night. It went down all right!” Percy.
Mrs Pollard thanked Emily who then pressed on with her other deliveries,
which didn’t take very long and she was soon on her way back again.
The kettle was boiling although the fire had died down and was in need of
making up, when Emily returned to the Post Office. Gertie was nowhere to be
seen.
“Where is she now?” Emily said aloud. The cellar door was open and a
cold draught penetrated the room. ‘She must have gone to fetch more coal,’ Emily
thought, but there was no noise from the cellar. Ernest’s letter remained unopened
on the shelf.
“Hurry up, Gertie, the fire’s almost out,” Emily called and pushed the door
too a little.
Tom Gamble came in and asked for some sealing wax and string.
“On your own today?”
“No, Gertie’s down the cellar getting some coal.”
“She weren’t ’ere when I called ten minutes ago,” he said. Emily frowned
and went over to the cellar door, which she pulled open and called again to Gertie.
Then she saw her; Gertie lay at the foot of the cellar steps, her leg at an impossible
angle and she was as still as the coal that lay beneath her.
*
David had been busy fixing soles, hammering tacks into heels and replacing burst
stitching. He had accumulated a bountiful supply of cigarettes in exchange for
cobbling. After roll-call, the order came for the men to get tidied up as they were
going to be inspected by someone of high importance. Everyone’s bayonet was
highly polished; their uniforms were clean with no buttons missing and their
boots, now in good order, shone to match the bayonets.
The men quickly washed and readied themselves, and at the command, fell
into line and began to march from their huts in Bishop’s Stortford to Great
Hallingbury Park. David was used to gauging distance by time and he thought
they had marched for about five miles when the road led them into a large park
where other battalions of the North Midland Division were already assembled. He
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could see that the Sherwood Foresters and South Staffords were there. The
Leicesters fell into columns and waited. Nothing seemed to be happening and
David shifted his weight from one foot to the other to prevent the pins and needles
running up and down his legs. It was about two hours before a contingent of staff
cars arrived and the officers got out and mounted their horses, which were waiting
for them.
“Bloody hell,” David heard Swanny mutter under his breath and as he
stared ahead he recognised the King on one of the horses and the royal standardbearer on a smaller horse that followed. King George rode towards the assembled
ranks, nodding to the officers, then he reined in his horse to inspect the men. They
marched past him, eight abreast. The senior officers saluted and the men in the
ranks turned their heads towards their Sovereign. A band played a rousing tune,
guns and bayonets glistened, officers looked forceful and the transport rumbled
along. At the rear, the mules, in their new harnesses, grinned as they went by. The
men had been told that when the inspection was complete they were to place their
caps on the points of their bayonets and wave and cheer. When the King steadied
his horse and saluted, hundreds of soldiers waved and shouted: “Hip, Hip
Hooray!” The King’s horse was startled and reared; His Majesty only just
managed to stay in the saddle to accept the resounding greeting.
The journey back to the barracks took just under two hours with everyone
pushing their heads down against the biting wind. Back at base, the hungry men
piled into the mess hut where they were given green soup, which they assumed,
though on no obvious evidence, was either pea or cabbage, and bully beef with
turnips. There was also suet pudding and hot, sweet tea.
David took his mug of tea outside and lit a cigarette. He could see the
communications office from where he was standing and there seemed to be quite
a lot of activity going on inside. He finished his drink and pinched out his
cigarette. As he turned to go back inside, he heard a commotion. He rushed in and
saw Swanny standing over Ray who was sprawled on the floor with blood pouring
from his mouth.
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Chapter 29
Saturday, 27th February 1915.
Mobilisation.
David was wide-awake and Reveille hadn’t even sounded. If he went to wash and
shave before the rest of them woke up, he wouldn’t have to jostle for a space. He
made his way to get water from the pump in the small yard next to the latrines,
where the mud had frozen, making it slippery underfoot. Picking up a tin bucket,
he began to work the handle up and down until fresh water flowed. He carried the
bucket back into the washroom and shaved as swiftly as he could. The razor stung
his cheeks and the cold water was painful to his face and fingers. He smiled as he
looked into the mirror on the washroom wall. His face was distorted by the crack
running across it and his eyes appeared lop-sided.
“What you got to laugh about?” Ray had come into the washroom and he
gave David a friendly thump on the shoulder then poured some of the cold water
into a basin. He still sported a black eye although the split on his lip had almost
healed.
“This mirror makes my face look funny,” David replied.
“It’s not the mirror you stupid sod,” Ray laughed and David thumped him
back.
Ablutions over, the two men picked up their shaving kits and hurried
across the cold yard back into their hut. Reveille had sounded and the other
soldiers were stirring.
“Swanny still not back then?” Ray called as they were packing up their
blankets.
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“Nah, should be back soon though,” replied George Partridge, and rolled
his shoulders up and pulled his neck into them; something he had recently started
to do when asked a question. George then put more coal onto the tortoise stove in
an attempt to warm the large barrack room. One blanket remained neatly folded at
the end of its palliasse - Swanny’s blanket. Bob Swann had been given numberone-field punishment for hitting Ray and putting him out of action on the firing
range.
Less than a minute later, Serjeant Mills entered the room and the men all
jumped to attention. It was almost as if he had been listening to the conversation;
he instructed the two Georges to go and release Private Swann. He said no more
than that and left again. David and Ray went and stood by the door to watch as
Swanny was released. He had been tied, spread-eagled on a wagon wheel for two
hours and it was so bitterly cold, it would be a while before his circulation got
going again. His two rescuers helped him back into the warm and as he sat down
on his palliasse, rubbing his numb limbs. David hunkered down next to him.
“You stupid sod, what did you go and hit him like that for?”
Bob Swann gave a swift sideways glance; his dark eyes meeting David’s
blue ones, and then went back to rubbing his wrists.
“Well?” David pressed him. Bob stopped rubbing and looked David
square on.
“He said he saw me at the riots when MacDonald was speaking in
Leicester.”
David didn’t speak for a moment; he bit down on his bottom lip as if to aid
concentration.
“But why hit him?”
“I said I weren’t there, but he kept saying I was.”
“Why didn’t you just walk away?”
Swanny sighed. “I said if ’e didn’t shut the fuck up, then I’d shut him up.”
David raised his eyebrows.
“Well, he said he definitely saw me, so I shut his mouth for him.”
“And his eye an’ all by the look of ’im. You know he’s not been allowed
on the firing range don’t you?”
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Swanny shrugged.
“Ray,” David called over. “Come ’ere.”
Ray looked dubious, and then strode over. David and Bob stood up.
“Shake!” David growled.
Bob Swann offered his hand and Ray took it.
David patted them both on the shoulder and they all moved off to line up
with the others for a final medical check prior to their leaving for France.
Pay books were made up and issued. All the men had been given new
boots.
Serjeant Mills returned.
“Tomorrow,” the Serjeant announced, “is your lucky day. The War Office
has commanded that we mobilise our troops – you are off to France.”
Cheering rippled through the entire barracks and David thought it would
probably be heard in the communications office and beyond. The exuberance died
down when Serjeant Mills put a pile of war office postcards onto a table and
nodded towards them saying simply, “send a few words home lads.” Then his
voice became stern as he commanded, “Make sure you get a good night’s sleep
tonight as you all leave for Southampton docks at 0800 hours. There was a
scramble to get a postcard, or two, and when they were written the soldiers ran
down the road to the nearest pillar-box. Only the first arrivals were able to put
their cards into the box, as it was soon overflowing. Gradually the pile of
postcards grew and when the postman came to make his collection the following
morning, he would see only the top half of the red pillar emerging from a stack of
cards covered in a layer of white frost.
At last, everything was ready and on Saturday, 27th February 1915 the
battalion paraded, ready to leave Bishop’s Stortford.
David stood with the rest of the men of the North Midland Division. They
all carried their rifles and bayonets, one-hundred rounds of ammunition and a
haversack containing spare shirt, socks, vest, underpants and anything else they
could cram in. David had managed to fit in his shoe knife and pincers, and his
tack hammer was wrapped in his spare vest. The cobbling he had been doing of
late had proved lucrative and he didn’t want to miss out on any extra earnings. It
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was a damp, cold morning and David stamped his feet to warm them up as they
waited near the railway station for everything to be loaded.
Everyone seemed happy to be leaving; pleased that their training was
complete and was now going to be put to the test.
David felt a wave of pride and enthusiasm sweep through his veins and he
looked at Ray, who was grinning lopsidedly, his lip still appearing to give him
some discomfort.
“What an honour for us, lads,” Ray said as they squeezed into a carriage.
“If you say so,” Swanny grumbled.
“You want to get out of here don’t you?” David asked.
“Too bloody right I do.”
Ray stepped up onto the seat and speaking in a high-pitched tone,
pretended to imitate the voice of a high-ranking officer, but sounded more like Mr
Punch.
“Then it is an honour,” he declared, pointing upwards with his trigger
finger, “to be part of the first Territorial Division to go to France and fight the
Hun alongside the Regulars. Remember this chaps, it isn’t only our standing that’s
at stake,” he paused and changed his accent to a more local dialect: “it’s the whole
bleedin’ Territorial Army’s.”
Everyone in the carriage was laughing at Ray’s mimickery, even Swanny.
“There’s going to be some tough fightin’ over there,” Harry Hamson said.
“Yeah,” George Partridge agreed, “but just think how great it’ll be when
we get back to Leicester as heroes, when we’ve beaten the Boches and tellin’ all
them that ’aven’t joined up what we think of ’em.”
The others in the carriage shouted out their agreement and as the train
rumbled out of the station David watched another slide past in the opposite
direction, bringing a contingent of blue-coated wounded back to Blighty.
*
Emily had left the deliveries for Brookside until last and it was early
afternoon by the time she had delivered all the postcards from serving soldiers to
the villagers. She had put the ones to her and to Mary into her apron pocket for
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safe keeping and was grateful that theirs were dry and legible; some were damp
and the writing distorted as if they had been left out in the open all night.
“Only me,” Emily called as she pushed open the door into the Oswins’
house. The smell of boiled potatoes and damp clothes washed over her as she
entered and Mrs Oswin called to her from the kitchen. Gertie’s two youngest
brothers were playing with some smooth stones under the table and the morning’s
washing was dangling from an airer, which was almost touching the ceiling.
Emily had often wondered how on earth Mrs Oswin had managed to raise eleven
healthy children, who were always polite and well turned out, in this house, which
she thought must also have elastic walls. Emily handed over a postcard and a
letter to Mrs Oswin, one from George and the other from John, his elder brother
who was serving as a Regular, just like Ernest.
“Will you take a cup of tea?” Mrs Oswin offered.
“Thank you, yes. May I see Gertie please, Mrs Oswin?”
“Ah, tek her one up an’ all will ya? She’s feelin’ a lot better now – she’ll
be glad to see you.”
Emily climbed the stairs, a cup of tea in each hand.
“Only me,” she said again as she pushed the bedroom door open with her
foot.
There was a fire in the grate and Gertie was sitting up in bed. The Oswins’
house was always warm as there was a plentiful supply of coal from Mr Oswin’s
work. Emily handed one of the cups to Gertie. “How are you feeling now?”
“Me leg’s bleedin’ killin’ me,” Gertie answered.
“You didn’t half go a cropper. I thought you were, well, you know, dead.”
“I went dizzy when I were half-way down. Still, that won’t ’appen no
more, so that’s one good thing as is come out on it.”
“What is?” Emily asked, then realised what Gertie meant and felt her
colour rising as the heat filled her cheeks. “Sorry. You’ve lost the baby haven’t
you?”
“Yes, but don’t you say a word to Mam, she don’t know - just thought I
were ’avin a bad monthly coz of the fall.”
Emily saw Ernest’s letter on a little table beside Gertie’s bed.
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“What did Ernest say when you told him?”
“Never told ’im,” Gertie said and sipped her tea.
Emily told her about the exceptionally large delivery, mostly from the lads
finally leaving for France and said she hoped it wouldn’t be long before Gertie
was back helping her. She read out David’s postcard, which simply said they were
off to France and the next letter from him would be from abroad.
*
This was it then; they were off to the Western Front and not one of them knew for
sure if they would ever return to the country they loved and were fighting for.
Volunteers all of them, but that’s what you did, volunteer. No-one wanted a white
feather pushed through the letter-box of their home. None of them were cowards.
When they were moved from Leicester to Luton, they knew the time for their
battalion to have its chance had come. They had been training for this day, hoping
the war wouldn’t end before they received their ‘marching orders’. They had
enlisted to fight, and now that’s exactly what they were going to do.
David thought about France and the state of the ground there. Would it be
hard and unyielding making their task of digging trenches an arduous one, or
muddy and wet making the digging easier, but the living filthier? Were all the
trenches dug already, and what did they really look like? He wondered if it was
true that the rats were as big as rabbits and that he would have to eat the horses,
which had been killed in action. There was so much he didn’t know about those
foreign fields, but one thing he did know, he didn’t want to die there. He
shuddered and saw Ray turn to look at him and wink as if to say, “we’ll be all
right, mate.”
The Leicester Boys finally arrived at Southampton just before sunset. The
Battalion was split into two and David went with his half to a rest camp and slept
in tents; other half went to billets in schools and warehouses in the town; the
officers were quartered in the Flowers Hotel, close to the docks. In the camp they
were told to get some rest, as they would be embarking for Le Havre in two day’s
time, on Monday, the 1st March.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

118

Chapter 30
Monday, 1st March 1915.
Letters.
The Southampton docks were packed with khaki; soldiers lined the quay, standing
shoulder-to-shoulder and stamping their feet, awaiting the order to embark. Two
boats rocked in the swell of the swirling seawater and waves smacked against the
harbour wall as each one boiled over and spilt its spume. At ten o’clock the
command finally came; hundreds of men raced up the gangplanks and scrambled
on board. The soldiers sat where they could; some on salt-encrusted wooden
benches that had been fixed to the deck, others dropped their haversacks onto the
floor and hunkered down on them. David stood by the railing and lit a cigarette.
His eyes smarted from the smoke that was blown back into his face along with a
salty sea mist. The Queen Empress lurched and listed as the wind heightened its
assault on the shore.
“What’s up, mate?” David turned to Swanny who had staggered over to
the railing and was clinging on as though his life depended on its safety.
“Bloody boats. I ’ate ’em.”
“Been on one before ’ave you then?” David blew a stream of blue smoke
into the wind; it blew back over Swanny who glared at him and then dropped his
forehead down onto the sea-soaked parapet and groaned.
The decks were crammed, but neither the Queen Empress nor the City of
Dunkirk left the dock.
After about an hour, officers moved amongst their men, calling into the
howling wind; their orders carried away to sea. Clumsy soldiers were trying to
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stand up on the deck of the Queen Empress, swaying as if they were all drunk.
When they heard the officers’ commands they gradually staggered back towards
the gangplanks and disembarked.
“Waste of bloody time that was,” Swanny grumbled.
“I thought you’d be pleased we don’t have to sail on that rough sea.”
David grinned and hitched his haversack onto his shoulder. Swanny didn’t
answer.
The march back to the rest camps was done ‘at the double’ and with the
wind behind them, they arrived at mid-day and poured into the mess tents.
“What the fuck’s this?” Swanny grumbled looking at the unrecognisable
pile of meat, smothered in runny gravy and served with lumpy mashed potato.
“Just be thankful you’ve got something warm to eat.” David told him and
spooned up some of the runny stew.
“Lose your breakfast over the side did you?” George Partridge asked.
Swanny ignored him and finished his meal.
“I pity them poor buggers on the Dunkirk,” Ray said. “They ain’t come
back and have had to stay on board. They’ll be sick as dogs.”
The next day, the wind had dropped and, in the afternoon, the Leicesters
marched back to the docks. The City of Dunkirk still hadn’t sailed and another
boat, the Golden Eagle, had also anchored nearby.
Two staff officers counted the troops as they boarded ship and once more
the decks filled with soldiers.
When darkness fell, the Queen Empress and Golden Eagle left the dock,
accompanied by a Torpedo Boat Destroyer; the cheering could probably be heard
back at the rest camps.
“About bloody time,” Swanny blew out his cheeks and leaned back. Ray
stood on a seat and, as he had on the train, conducted the men as if they were an
orchestra.
“Let the Hun watch out, the first-fourth Leicesters are coming!” The men
cheered even louder at his officer impersonation.
Through beams of searchlights they slipped down the Solent and into a
calm channel, anticipating the adventure that lay ahead of them.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

120

*
“Can I do the delivery today?” Gertie reached for her coat. Although the
sun was out, there was still a slight chill in the morning air.
“Perhaps tomorrow,” Emily told her.
“But it’s always tomorrow. I’m fine now and I could do with some fresh
air.”
“Tomorrow. I promise.” Emily put her hand on her friend’s shoulder.
“Besides, if we get a shower you ain’t quick enough to dodge the spots.”
Gertie smiled; the smile of defeat.
“If it’s a lighter load tomorrow, then you can do it.” Emily yielded and
swung the bulging sack across her shoulders to begin the day’s deliveries. As
usual, she headed for the Rectory where a large proportion of the letters were
destined. She rang the bell and pulled a fat bundle of letters, addressed to the
Reverend Avery, from her postbag. Footsteps tapped on the flagstone floor and
the door swung open. The Curate, Reverend Evans, greeted her.
“Come, come,” he beckoned her inside.
Emily stepped over the threshold and waited to be asked into the study.
“Come, come,” Reverend Evans repeated and ushered her into a room that
held so many books they would be impossible to count; it was bathed in the
morning sunshine. The Vicar, Reverend Avery who had been sitting at his desk,
stood up when Emily entered the room.
“Good morning, my dear. And what have you for me today?”
“A grand delivery, Reverend,” she replied.
“Then please sit and I shall read them. Perhaps there may be some you can
take on to relatives.” His smile was warm and Emily passed the letters to him. She
had recognised the handwriting on one envelope, and was thrilled that the Vicar
was going to share it with her. He methodically opened each one and laid them on
top of each other, then began reading.
“Our daily routine in the trenches: We are on lookout duty until daylight
and then we start getting ready for breakfast at 9 o’clock – bacon, bread and jam,
etc. We then make our trench in good condition so that we do not have to stand in
mud. In the afternoon we have a rest in our ‘dug out’ in the trenches, and begin to
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get nicely rested, when over comes one of the enemy’s artillery souvenirs, just to
remind us that they have got a few left.”
“Have you noted that?”
The Curate completed his notes, nodded and rested his pencil.
“Would you take that to Mrs Simpson on Bath Street please, Miss Wade? I
believe she will be pleased to hear from George.” Emily took the letter and he
moved on to the next one.
“Oh dear.”
Emily and the Curate exchanged glances, then the Vicar continued
reading:
“Just a line hoping you will do a little for me as I am Fast in Germany. I
was a member of the Church Lads Brigade when I was at home and a good many
boys I think are ‘Fighting the Good Fight’ out here in this awful war. I should be
glad if you could send me a parcel of groceries. C. A. Earl”
“Please put him down for a six-shilling parcel to be sent.”
“Will that be through Lady Bective?” Reverend Evans asked. The Vicar
nodded and carried on. Emily wanted to ask who Lady Bective was, but felt it
rude to interrupt. Reverend Avery’s eyes twinkled and his grin was broad when he
read a short note from someone who simply signed himself: H.P.
“I like soldiering alright. They have been teaching us French. They call it
Sunny Devon where we are, but I think it’s Rainy Devon.”
They gradually worked their way through the pile; the last letter was the
one Emily had been waiting to hear:
“I received your parcel this morning, and was very much pleased to know
that you are doing your utmost for the sailors and soldiers of the village. I hope
that you get the amount for the alterations required for the Schools. I know you
will do your utmost to carry it through. E. Wade.”
Reverend Evans laid down his pencil.
“Would you like to take that letter to Mr Wade?” Reverend Avery asked
Emily.
“Oh, thank you, Reverend.” Emily took the letter and slipped it into her
pocket. She said goodbye and made her way back into the village.
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Emily had shown Ernest’s letter to Gertie before taking it home to her
Father. There had also been one from Sidney, which Mary had left on the kitchen
table.
Just a line saying I arrived quite safely. Please remember me to them
all in the Church Lads’ Brigade. Bill Pratt and me go to Church every Sunday
morning. I am quite enjoying myself here – having the time of my life. I could not
write before as I could not get any stamps. I have only 6d per week pocket money
and 3d in the bank. We have good food here, so I ought to look well. If I do not,
when I come home, it is not their fault.
Sidney
R.N. Barracks, Shotley.
Emily went into the front room. It had hardly been used since Christmas;
only Emily and Henry were left now that Sidney had joined the Navy. She had
taken to reading and writing her letters in there, usually with Robbie lying at her
feet. She opened an envelope bearing a foreign stamp, and a photograph fell onto
her lap when she pulled out the letter. A group of around twenty young men were
standing in front of what could only be outside showers; she had heard about
showers, but had never seen one. ‘How dreadful,’ she thought, ‘to have to wash
out in the open where people could see you.’ In front of the men was a bathtub,
which was filled with potatoes. She laughed to see George Oswin and George
Partridge with potatoes in their hands, some of the other chaps, too, were holding
them. Then she spotted David, his cap was, as usual, askew and he was resting his
chin on another soldier’s shoulder. They all looked happy and some were even in
their shirtsleeves. One chap had stood so far over that only half of him could be
seen. ‘What a shame,’ she thought, ‘he looks to be quite handsome,’ what bit of
him she could make out. She smoothed out David’s letter and began to read.
Dear Emily,
We left for France going on a boat named the Queen Empress. Having a
pretty good journey we landed at Le Havre on March 3rd where we marched to
another rest camp on the top of a huge hill overlooking the sea, again being under
canvas and staying there for a short period of six days. From there we marched to
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a railway depot and entrained in cattle trucks, 38 and 40 in each truck. The
Officers were in the carriages. We travelled like this for 24 hours up the country
and alighted at a place named Cassel. We slept there the night in a transport barn
aside of the railway, the distance being 250 miles. We left the following day and
was billeted in straw barns. The Officers were in the farmhouses. It snowed and
the barns were draughty, cold and damp. We saw some chaps from the
Leicestershire Yeomanry; they have been here since Christmas and had plenty to
say about the trenches.
Fondest Love
David x x x
Snow fell and life was bleak.
Dearest David
I hope this postcard finds you well. I haven’t heard from you in such a
long time. We are all well and Henry has now enlisted, so you may see him.
With love from Emily x x x
David handed over his envelope – the field postcards had all run out and
every letter had to be censored.
Dear Emily,
On March 9th we marched to Strazeele with the whole North Midland or
46th Division, a distance of 15 to 20 miles, seeing aeroplanes and observation
balloons on the way. We were received by General Sir Horace Smith-Dorian and
he complimented us on the smart way in which the men marched, as the roads
were so awfully bad. Our packs were crammed full with as much as we could
carry. Everybody was tired out when we reached the town and our billets were
farms again.
I have learnt some French – ‘Estaminet’ means the pub. We are being well
fed and drinking lots of café o lay. My address is now B.E.F. France.
Last night we heard heavy firing.
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Fondest Love. David
xxx
The Battle at Neuve Chapelle had begun.
To my Dear Son at the Front
I am longing to see your dear face. I am waiting patiently.
Your loving Mother. xxxx
The firing continued and the 1st/4th Leicestershire battalion was paraded
in “fighting order” and told to be ready to move at an hour’s notice.
Dear Emily
We have moved to Sailly-sur-la-Lys, another long march on bad roads. At
this place where we was put up there was a 15 inch Howitzer that they called
“Grandmother” and an armoured train chuffed up and down the track, firing at
the Hun. There were also plenty of troops billeted in barns for two nights and we
Stood To, at Neuve Chapelle. We then marched from Sailly to Bac St. Maur
arriving on March 14th and then to Steenwerck on March 16th. The barn where
we sleep is made from wood and mud. It’s draughty and not much straw for us to
lie on. The lice are getting into our clothes and there are rats and mice, you
wouldn’t like it. The beams have got thick cobwebs hanging down and there are
all sorts of farm implements lying about. But at least it gives us shelter from the
cold wind. We have all been given goat-skin overcoats. They were smelly to begin
with but we don’t notice it now. We did some third-line trench digging, bayonet
practice and practiced throwing bombs with jam tins. We are having an
altogether decent time here. We drew our first pay in France, which was 10
Francs.
Fondest love. David x x x
Orders were received for the battalion to go to the trenches. On Friday,
26th March, the men marched to Armentières and, one company at a time, went
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into the trenches at Le Bizet for twenty-four hours to receive instructions from the
1st King’s Own and the 2nd Essex Regiment.
Dear David,
I hope you like this little postcard (Mizpah) and that it finds you well.
Mother has received a card from you and she has sent you a cake. I have knitted
you some socks.
May the Lord watch and bless us both. Until we meet again.
With love from Emily x x x
They were taught that large periscopes were risky, how dangerous steel
loopholes could be, and that smoke was a sniper’s bidding.
Dear Emily,
I am sorry to have to tell you that we have had our first casualty, Pte.
Preston was killed. I was on a fatigue party in some houses at the back of the line.
The day we went in these trenches being Palm Sunday, March 27th .
We moved again to a place in Belgium named Dranouter, the date being
April 2nd and again was billeted in barns (afterwards in bivouacs on a big hill
called Kemmel Hill). Here we took over our first line of trenches, having 4 days in
and four out, regularly doing some good work in repairing them, etc. The barn we
first billeted at had been occupied by Germans. We killed a German officer and
buried him at the back of our line. We then had orders that we should be relieved
by Kitchener’s Army men. We took over a line of trenches in front of a wood,
which was named Sanctuary Wood (captured by the Canadians before we went up
this part of the line). We weren’t in these long before we took over a fresh line of
trenches on Hill 60, having 18 days in and 6 out. Our 6 days rest were in huts in a
wood just behind Dicks Bush, about 8 miles behind the firing line. I am having a
good time.
I shall write again soon.
Fondest love from David xxx
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“Men should only be in this trench 24 hours and then relieved. Ground all
round is insanitary.” (War Diary of 4th Leicestershire Regiment.)
Dear David
I have wonderful news, Henry and Hilda were married on April 17th. He
was allowed two day’s leave and is now back at the training camp. She is getting
quite bonny and Mother says she eats too many pies.
We have been told we can send parcels to Prisoners of War, but no-one
can put a letter or anything written inside. We are going to get a list of things we
can send from someone called Lady Bective, who is organising the sending of the
parcels. How awful to be a prisoner in an enemy state. Gertie and I are collecting
for them at the Post Office.
Rev. Evans has enlisted in the Welsh Fusiliers and the Bishop has sent his
blessing and his photograph was in the Daily Sketch.
Barrow Grammar School is forming its own Cadet Corps and Syston lads
can join.
We are busy preparing for The Feast – there is going to be a Soldiers’
Portrait Gallery where photographs of all you lads will be on show – there are
more than 200 of you.
I pray that you will come back to me safe and I miss you so much. Thank
you for the photos so that I can remember what you look like.
God be with you every day.
With love,
from Emily x x x
Major R. E. Martin rode up to battalion headquarters on Kemmel Hill and,
on 22nd May, took over command of the 4th Leicesters.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

127

Field Post Office, 5 June 1915
Passed by Censor No 404
3rd June 1915
Dear Emily,
I received your letter and will answer it in a few days as I am very busy at
present. I hope you are quite well as I am.
With fondest love from
x x David x x
Far away, Ypres burnt. On the one-hundredth anniversary of the battle of
Waterloo, 18th June 1915, the 1/ 4th Leicesters came out of the trenches they had
made into the best on the Salient, and left the Messines Ridge.
Dear David,
What news! Henry and Hilda have had a baby boy and called him Ernest.
Our Henry is a lad! He might not be able to see very well, but he had to have a
hasty wedding! He has been discharged from the 4th Leicesters on account of
defective eyesight, so he is going back into the shoeing. He won’t be joining you
after all. Baby Ernest is being christened on the 26th September, just five months
after their wedding. People in the village are tattling about them now, rather than
us.
The Feast was a great success this year and nearly one hundred pounds
was raised. The soldiers’ picture gallery only took 18s 6d, but the Hoopla made
£1 8s 6d.
I shall send you a parcel next week.
With love from Emily Jane x x x
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Chapter 31
Friday, 3rd September 1915.
Trenches.
“Christ! That was close,” David shouted, the blast still ringing in his ears.
“Bugger. Forty-eight trench has been sausaged.” He wiped the sweat from
his face with the back of his hand. “It looks as if they’ve hit forty-seven and fortytwo an’ all. Ray, what can you see?” Ray lifted a periscope and peered into the
pitted abyss that passed for no man’s land. He pushed the scope up as far round as
he could.
“Yep, forty-seven’s definitely gone. Bugger, that’s the communication
trench.”
“What about forty-two?” David shouted above the deafening explosions.
“Can’t quite see, but I think so.”
“Bloody hell, we’re gettin’ crumped.” Ray blew out a long smoky breath,
which he had been holding since the last shell had slammed into the earth and
shook more sand bags into their trench. “You’ll be graftin’ all night again.” He
gave a mirthless, hollow laugh.
Ray returned to his periscope and David began to lift the fallen bags; the
Leicesters affected the best repairs they could, until another shell dislodged more.
They all knew it would be a long night; repairing sandbag barricades only to see
them demolished when the early morning shelling began again.
“Colonel! Colonel!” David heard someone running down the trench and
turned to see a soldier whose tunic was ripped and blood-stained. His scared eyes
showed white in his blackened face. Colonel Martin dropped the bag he was about
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to lift and spun around. The soldier fell onto the duckboards. The Colonel strode
over to him and knelt down.
“You shouldn’t be down ’ere, Colonel.” The soldier’s voice was weak. “It
ain’t safe.” Colonel Martin looked back over his shoulder and shouted:
“Get the stretcher-bearers in – now!”
“He’s right, Colonel, you shouldn’t be down here,” David had joined them
and knelt beside the injured soldier. “Hey Smithy,” he could recognise Private
Tom Smith now he was closer, “what happened to you?”
“Never mind me, Bursie’s gone.”
“What do you mean gone?” although David knew the answer already Private Edward Bursnall had been in forty-eight.
“Blown to fuckin’ bits he was. God, I never want to see ’owt like that
again.”
“Well,” Colonel Martin’s high-pitched voice cut in above the constant
noise, “with a bit of luck you won’t, we’ll get you back to the field hospital, then
on the train home.”
“Blimey mate, you’ve copped a Blighty, you lucky bugger,” David
shouted. Tom Smith raised his head and looked down to where his arm should
have been. His scared eyes latched onto Colonel Martin.
“It’s all right lad, you’ll live,” Colonel Martin re-assured. “Keep your
dressing pressed tight until the stretcher gets here.” The Colonel stood up leaving
David holding a second dressing to Smithy’s mangled shoulder.
“What about Bursie?” Tom Smith groaned, but the Colonel just shook his
head. David knew that they would try to recover what was left of him, but if the
shelling continued there was no chance of them finding anything.
*
David gulped down his rum ration and felt it burn the back of his throat.
Compared to the taste of broken sandbags, cordite and mud, it was pure nectar to
him. The men picked up their tools and walked wearily out of the trenches
towards the reserve railway dugouts. The sun had climbed to a decent height and
it was quiet enough for them to hear birds singing from the few trees that were
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still left standing. The only other sounds were of the odd whizz-bang flying
around.
“Bloody hell. The Bosches have shelled the dugouts. Bastards!” Ray
shouted when they came out of the communication trenches and saw their
sanctuary shattered. “I was lookin’ forward to a few hours’ kip in there.”
“We’ll find somewhere,” David slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on,
I’m starvin’, I hope they haven’t crumped the rations an’ all.” The working party
moved steadily forward picking their way over the mud.
“Will you look at that?” George Partridge said, pointing to a soggy crater.
“Bloody Fritz has put a big bugger into the pond.”
“No fish for tea tonight then,” David sighed.
*
David had been awake for a while and was sitting outside, cleaning the
mud from his bayonet. Ray hunkered down next to him. Heavy firing had begun
again, somewhere to the south.
“There’s summat doin’.” Ray blew a stream of cigarette smoke upwards.
“Listen to them bloody bombs.”
“I hope we don’t have to give up our rest days and get back in the trenches
to keep them buggers back,” David ducked instinctively as rifle fire crackled
across no-man’s-land.
“That’s my signal,” Ray said and picked up his rifle.
“Are you on Sniping again today?” David looked surprised.
“Every bloody day until we get out for our six-days’ rest.” Ray threw
down his cigarette.
“I don’t know how you keep awake for so long. What do you reckon to
them poor buggers being Court Martialled today?”
“Ratcliffe and Smith?” George Oswin had joined them.
“Mmm.” David shook his head. “Field Court Martialled for falling asleep.
You know what the penalty for that is?”
“They could end up afore the firing squad.” Ray called over his shoulder
as he left for look-out duty.
“There were them two last month with the Fifths.” David said.
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“Saddington and Squires?” George Oswin could always remember names.
“Yes, and that one with the Eighths a bit ago.”
“Fouracres, but it wasn’t confirmed. Saddington got ten years in jail and
Squires five.”
Harry Hamson was running towards them, ducking instinctively each time
he heard rifle fire.
“What’s your hurry?” David asked.
“Ratcliffe and Smith.” Harry was flushed, but didn’t look troubled.
“Well?”
“Ratcliffe got one year’s hard labour, but Smith didn’t do so well.”
A small crowd had gathered to hear the news of the Field Court Martial.
Harry looked at each of them in turn, fuelling the suspense.
“Oh come on for fuck’s sake, spit it out,” someone in the gathered group
shouted.
“He got fifteen years’ Penal Servitude.”
“Fifteen years in jail?”
Harry nodded.
“Well he’ll miss all the fuckin’ action,” the same soldier said and spat.
David had been looking through some field glasses, which he had found
on the ground near to one of the shelled dugouts. He jumped to his feet and
pointed to a figure in no-man’s land.
“Isn’t that Swanny?” He passed the field glasses to George Oswin, who
peered across burnt grass and shell holes.
“What the bloody hell is he doing?” George passed the glasses to Harry.
“I think there’s someone trying to get back,” David answered.
“Oh good God, there’s Jerry.” Harry pointed to the east of Swanny.
“Where?” George narrowed his eyes.
“Up at the back of him. Oh for Christ’s sake,” said David, who had taken
the field glasses and had seen the German too. He watched as Swanny lifted an
injured man across his shoulders and began to make his way back. The German
raised his Mauser.
The crack of rifle-fire split the air.
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The German pitched forward and fell to the ground.
Swanny ran as fast as he could, his burden hardly slowing him down at all.
The wounded man was a South Staffs signaller; his injury was fresh –
probably given by the same German. After much shouting, stretcher bearers came
and took the signaller away to a dressing station behind the lines. Swanny sank
down onto a straw bale and lit a cigarette.
“What the fuck did you think you were doing?” Ray had thundered over
and was bawling at Swanny. “You half-wit. Couldn’t you see Jerry out there?”
Swanny opened his mouth to speak, but Ray continued: “If I hadn’t been
there, he’d have shot you. You stupid bugger.”
Swanny looked up at Ray; David thought he was going to lash out, but he
just smiled. He stood up and offered his hand to Ray. “Thanks,” was all he said.
The others slapped Ray on his back and shoulders; at last he had stood up to
Swanny and this time Ray had the upper hand.
Eventually the hostilities died down and the 4th Leicesters took their six
days’ rest while the Germans remained on their side of no-man’s-land.
*
On the 2nd October 1915, Lieutenant-General Allenby visited the
battalion.
“With respect, Sir,” Colonel Martin was inches taller than Lieutenant
General Allenby, “I believe it to be inadvisable to send totally untrained officers
fresh from England to join battalions in the front line. It will be disastrous for the
battalion and the whole offensive. How will we be able to move forward without
experienced leadership? You are unnecessarily risking the lives of these men.”
“Good man, Martin.” Allenby slapped him on the back. “You’ve done
splendid work here and your battalion is to be congratulated. I wish you and those
under your command good luck in France.” He had left the Colonel with no
option.
Colonel Martin stood before his battalion. He looked ill and tired, but
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to his men this was his usual appearance. He towered above them and his thin
frame was held erect, as though starched. The early morning sun was reflected off
his round spectacles and his full, fair moustache twitched.
“The Division is to depart Ypres and all leave is cancelled,” he addressed
his men. A quiet rumble of disapproval rippled through the ranks. “We are
moving to a hotter part of the line. I cannot disclose where, but you will get to see
some open fighting. We leave this afternoon. You will each carry two days’
rations as the distance is a great one.” The Colonel saluted and the men scattered
to prepare for the great distance and the promise of open fighting.
*
“This is better than sloggin’ away in the trenches,” David was actually
happy to be marching through the Salient towards the railway.
“How far do you think we’ve come?” Ray asked.
“Well I reckon about ten or twelve miles, look, there’s the depot,” David
nodded towards the railway track where black smoke was belching from the stack
of a waiting engine.
The train wheezed and grunted as it prepared to depart. All along its
length, doors were pulled open and tightly formed ranks clambered into waiting
carriages.
“Hey,” Ray called to the men in his section, “this is all right, not a bloody
cattle truck this time, and we’ve got proper seats. Come on!” and he flopped down
nearest to the window. They made themselves comfortable and the whistle blew.
The compartments were soon filled with blue cigarette smoke and raucous
singing as the train rattled its way to Fouquereuil. It was dark when they arrived
and the men alighted and began marching towards Gonnehem. Archie Phillips
kept them in step as he beat his drum with a steady rhythm. Left, right, left, right,
left, right. David felt his eyelids getting heavier each time his foot fell to the
ground on the Drummer’s beat. Left right, left, right. David stumbled and fell into
the back of the man in front of him, catapulting the soldier into the next and
causing a ripple of disarray in the ranks. David rubbed his eyes and, along with
his fellow stumblers, fell back into the strong, regular, repeated pattern Archie
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continued pounding out. The church clock struck one as they entered a sleeping,
French town.
“It’s been a grand day,” David said to Ray, “but I’m ready for me bed, we
must have been marching for at least ten miles.”
“Aye, me too,” Ray replied. “What do you reckon that place is?” He
wasn’t asking anyone in particular as they could all see the large building at the
end of the road, illuminated by the full moon. The doors to the old theatre were
open, welcoming the weary soldiers into the auditorium, which would be their
billet for the next two nights. David dropped his heavy pack onto the floor and
took in his surroundings. He was staring at a faded poster of a beautiful woman
that had proudly been displayed high up in the foyer.
“Cor, she’s a beauty,” Ray followed David’s gaze, “who is she?”
“Sarah Bernhardt,” David laughed, “you know, The Divine Sarah?”
“Aah, but this one’s better,” Ray pulled David’s sleeve like a child might
their parents’, and they stood together guffawing with their pals at the tatty
announcement that Le Pétomane had performed there in January 1914. The
caricature of a man in a red cape, black trousers, and white cravat, with a pair of
white gloves showed cherubs holding up his coattails while musical notes
depicted melodies being issued from his backside.
The men retired to their new billet still chuckling.
*
A sea of steel glistened as the 4th Leicesters stood at ease, their bayonets
had all been sharpened.
“What the fuck’s that?” Bob Swann asked when he was handed a
grotesque mask and told to pull it over his head.
“That’s your bloody life saver,” Corporal Green shouted. “You lucky lot
are among the first to be issued with these new gas-helmets, now get them on.”
“I can’t breathe,” Harry Hamson spluttered.
“You won’t fuckin’ breathe without ’em if Fritz sends gas our way,”
snapped Green. “Right you lot,” the corporal was strutting up and down in front
of his section - ten men with monstrous heads. “Take them off and keep them
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safe. The rest of your time here will be spent in training to attack the Hun’s
trenches so you can make us proud, Fighting Tigers.”
“Yes, Corporal!” The chorus came and the men fell out.
*
“Well, mate, at least we’ve had some decent grub,” Ray wiped his mouth
with the back of his hand.
“Aah, I reckon we’re about to move on soon though,” David swallowed
his Pusser’s Rum and lit a cigarette. “Stuart-Wortley’s here, I’ve seen him wi’
Martin. Look out! Corporal’s comin’, so we’ll know soon enough.”
“Atten-shun!” Corporal Green barked at the men who were resting after
their tea. There was a rush as they scrambled to their feet, hastily drinking rum
rations and throwing down cigarettes. The whole Division came together and
stood in columns, waiting for the officers. Major-General Stuart-Wortley spoke
first:
“This Division is to re-take the Hohenzollern Redoubt. Much is now
required of you and you will leave behind the caddish sort of fighting of trench
warfare and experience the joy and glory of going over the top. Your C. O. will
brief you all. Good luck and give them hell.” He saluted Colonel Martin who then
spoke:
“The Division is to take four lines of trenches, the Redoubt and the village
of Haisnes. Tomorrow, 8th October, I shall travel by motor lorry into Vermelles
with the other commanding officers and we shall visit the K trenches where, by
means of periscopes, we shall view the Redoubt, the Dump and Fosse 8. You will
practise attacking by throwing live Mills bombs, and be instructed on how to
reverse the parapet of a captured trench. Be in readiness men.”
After the reconnaissance of the K trenches the officers returned to heavy
shelling as the Guards Division tried to hold fast and push the Germans back. The
deafening bombardments carried on all afternoon and into the night. Colonel
Martin gave the order to be ready, but not fall in. His men waited. At 2315 the
state of readiness was cancelled - the attack had been repulsed by the Guards. The
Leicesters, who were preparing to take their place, cheered when they heard the
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news, but their high spirits were soon dampened when the Colonel told them that
the Grenadier Guards had indeed suffered great losses.
*
“The body of Christ, given for you. The blood of Christ given for you.”
“Amen.” The soldiers and officers acknowledged the sacrament they had
been given and together they mumbled ‘The Lord’s Prayer’, pulling themselves to
attention for ‘The Creed’. An emotionally charged rendition of the fight is o’er,
the battle won ended the midday service and left an eerie quietness over the
battalion. Even the birds had stopped singing. Most of the soldiers spent the
afternoon writing a letter home. At a quarter-past five in the afternoon General
Hacking, the corps commander from divisional headquarters addressed the entire
46th Division:
“Full preparations have been made for the offensive. The bombardment
will be so terrific and the gas so dense that you will meet with little opposition in
taking the objective.” His speech was one of assurance and encouragement. “You
will leave here at 0900 hours tomorrow. Good luck and I’ll see you all in
Haisnes.”
“Better polish the bayonet before we get some kip then,” Ray said as the
men fell out and left the parade. David wondered if thrusting a bayonet into
human flesh would feel much different from when they had practiced on straw
bodies.
*
Gertie had been gone for over two hours. Although the Post Office had
been busy, Emily had found the time to write a letter to David and another to
Ernest. She placed them with the others that villagers had brought in for sending
to their sons and husbands; they were all stamped B.E.F. France. The doorbell
jangled and Emily’s heart sank.
“Good morning, Mrs Walker-Holmes.” She forced a smile; this was an
irritation she could well do without.
“I want you to put this notice up.”
Emily took the paper and read it:
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“Wanted - £30 at once or 600 shillings so that we can send each of our
lads a Christmas present.” Under the heading was a list of people the money could
be given to, including the school’s Headmaster, The Vicar and Mrs WalkerHolmes.
“But isn’t it a little early to be thinking about Christmas?” As soon as
Emily had spoken she wished she hadn’t.
Mrs Walker-Holmes glared. “It will take time to collect the required
amount, then the parcels will have to be wrapped and shipped. So, no, it certainly
isn’t too early. Now please get on with it.”
“How is William?” Emily enquired.
“He is well, thank you. He has served his country like a true hero.”
“When will he come home?”
Mrs Walker-Holmes took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes. “When he
is recovered.”
“Where is he now?”
“At a place they call St. Dunstan’s, not that it’s any of your business.”
“Will he need more surgery?”
Before Mrs Walker-Holmes could answer the door opened and Hilda
stumbled in carrying baby Ernest. Mrs Walker-Holmes looked at Emily’s sisterin-law as if she had a contagious disease and without another word, turned and
left. Emily and Hilda listened at the door as she told whoever was outside how
dreadful that family was; first one carrying on with her brother and then the other
giving birth to a bastard child. They should be ashamed.
Hilda and Emily were still laughing when Gertie finally returned.
*
There had been the usual scramble for letters and parcels. David took his
and moved away so that he could read it with some privacy.
Dear David,
Thank you for the photograph of you with your army friends. The dog at
the front looks just like Robbie. You all look quite serious, even George Partridge,
standing tall behind the Officer. Annie Partridge had a little boy. She has called
him William Eric and he was christened on September 7th. It was a lovely service,
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tell George, although they did sing a wrong hymn, but the Vicar said it was just as
appropriate. George can be the proud father when he gets back. I showed the
photograph to Gertie so she could see her brother, George, sitting on the front
row. Is Bob Swann there too? The police were looking for him. We had a letter
from Sidney – all he ever talks about is the Church Lads’ Brigade. We now have a
Girls’ Sand-Bag Brigade. There are now 234 names on the Roll of Honour, so
you will see lots of familiar faces.
When will you be home on leave? Surely it must be soon. I haven’t seen
you for over six months.
I pray that God will bring you gladly back to me.
With fondest love. From Emily Jane
xxx
“What you smilin’ at?” Harry Hamson asked David.
“Nowt. Just a letter.”
“From Emily?”
“Yes, and she’s signed it from Emily Jane – I thought that privilege was
only for Ernest.”
“When do you reckon we’ll attack?” Ray had joined them.
“Tomorrow by all accounts, that’s the thirteenth.” David pushed his letter
into his pocket.
“Yeah, but surely not in broad daylight.”
“Hacking said the artillery would bomb them first, then gas ’em and we’d
just walk in an’ tek it.”
“Looks as if we’re off.” Ray gazed across the field where they had rested
and saw the 12th Battalion falling in and beginning to march. Colonel Martin took
up command of the 4th Leicesters and they too made ready, fell in and marched
towards Vermelles.
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Chapter 32
Tuesday, 12th October 1915.
Tigers.
Dusk fell and the men of the 46th North Midland Division marched from
Sailly-Labourse into Vermelles. The three-mile journey took almost two hours as
the column snaked and stumbled over rough roads. The soldiers at the front
couldn’t see those at the end of the crocodile when they turned and looked back.
They carried their overcoats rolled up on their backs and were dressed in fighting
order. Each man carried around seventy pounds of equipment; his gas hood, wire
cutters, one hundred rounds of ammunition, bayonet and entrenching tool, water
bottle, mess tin, small haversack and large pack that was heavy with rations.
“Aaaagh! Bastard!” David looked round and saw Bob Swann slip, try to
recover his footing and then trip headfirst into a ditch. George Oswin stepped
forward and stretched out his hand to help him out, but fell on top of him. The
mud squelched and sucked as they tried to pull themselves free. The stench was
sickening; Ray was retching and covered his nose with his hand as he joined in
with David in an attempt to pull them from a roadside, equine graveyard. Swanny
pressed his foot against the swollen belly of a dead horse; its feet pointed
skywards; dark, decaying rods of hair and bone. The bloated stomach burst with a
dull, squelching thud and Swanny slipped back, up to his knee in rotted entrails.
George Oswin had managed to drag himself out, pulling on a rifle that had been
held out to him by a soldier from the Lincolns. He wiped his hands on his tunic,
shook hands with his rescuer and re-joined the ranks.
“For fuck’s sake get me out.” Swanny retched and spat.
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“Get away from the ’oss,” Harry Hamson told him. “Move aside o’ that
tree stump.” Swanny stumbled past the horse he had exploded and stood between
it and the next, which stared at him with unseeing eyes, whites showing, reflecting
the terror it had faced before going down.
All the time, soldiers marched past, covering their noses as they went by.
Still the end of the column of men couldn’t be seen.
“Grab this,” David said and pushed his rifle butt towards Swanny, who
tried to grasp it, but his mud-and-guts-coated hands slipped from it.
“Wipe your bleedin’ hands on yer tunic, you damn fool.” David tried
again. Swanny gripped the rifle and managed to lurch his way out of the ditch,
using the tree stump as a lever instead of horseflesh. The stench remained with
them as they re-joined the column of marching men and made their way towards
the town.
It was dark when they finally reached Vermelles.
“This place looks as bad as Wipers,” George Partridge said as he looked
around. The Church was still standing proud at the top of a small rise and they
could just make out a Chateau. Buildings were smashed; lattices of roof timbers
teetering on walls that could barely hold on. Piles of stones flanked the streets;
there were more dead horses, upturned carts, and doors set in stonework that led
nowhere.
“God, this is awful,” Ray said, checking the telescopic sights on his rifle,
“all that rubble, hardly a building left standing, even the big hall has been hit. This
must be what Hell’s like.”
Hundreds of men took up stores and after some time, headed for the frontline trenches. Somehow, Swanny had managed to exchange his stinking tunic for
a cleaner one and was wrapping less-soiled puttees around his legs. These had
obviously been issued because no-one could bear the smell of decaying flesh,
which clung to him like a miasmic shroud.
Rations for the next day were issued and the battalion fell in and marched
along an uneven track, past the reserve trenches, past the second and third-line
and made their way to the front.
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“So, this is the hotter part we were promised,” David said as they drew
nearer. It was almost mid day when they finally made their way along the
communication trenches. Moving in the opposite direction were the Grenadier
Guards; they were leaving after fierce, hand-to-hand fighting. Their tunics were
covered in dust and blood. Filthy faces wore haunted looks, white eyes staring
from blackened sockets. The Guards were exhausted and welcomed their
replacements with weary gratitude. Some had blood-stained bandages wrapped
around their heads and arms, but still they had carried on in their dogged attempt
to push the Germans back.
The next day, the 137th Brigade were going to attack to the right, cross the
Big Willie Trench and Dump Trench, take Slag Alley and occupy Fosse
Alley. David and his pals were in the 138th Brigade to the left of them. They were
to clear the Hohenzollern Redoubt.
They moved into the trenches like a relay team, ready to take up the baton
and run with it.
“These are bloody good trenches.” Harry Hamson took in his
surroundings. “Cut deep in chalk they are.”
“No more repairin’ fuckin’ sandbags like we ’ad to at Kemmel,” George
Partridge commented as they moved in and sat down along the fire step and where
they could on the floor of the trench. It would take until early the next morning for
the whole of the Division to fully occupy these trenches.
Ray was standing on the fire step, his head just below the parapet. He had
strapped a periscope to his Lee Enfield. A wire ran from its trigger to a second
trigger positioned below on a rifle-shaped piece of wood, which steadied the
firearm and rested on his shoulder. Every so often his rifle would crack and a
strategically delivered bullet would find its way to a German who had let himself
be seen by the sniper’s keen eye.
The trench had yards of piping snaking up its wall and out over the
parapet. Each pipe was connected to a cylinder, which lay in the bottom of the
trench. Over 3,000 gas cylinders skirted the walls - the Division’s canisters of
preservation.
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David had tried to sleep, but sleep hadn’t come. He took Emily-Jane’s
photograph from his pocket. His thumb gently brushed across her smiling face
and he prayed he would see her again soon. He looked around at the others. Some
were writing notes home; most were smoking, and a few played cards. Hardly any
were sleeping. Someone further down the trench was playing a mouth-organ; the
sound of deep humming accompanied the tune, which David recognised as The
Londonderry Air. George Oswin, who had been leaning on his pack next to David
said:
“Did you hear about the London Irish Rifles, who had been here, in these
trenches for the first attack?”
David shook his head.
“They did a grand job and the London Irish’s football captain, a chap
called Edwards, had a ball tied to his backpack. They went over the top, fixed
bayonets and got ready to charge. They’d sent gas over first, just like we’re going
to. Anyroad, Edwards took the ball and kicked it towards Fritz. The ground was
better than it is now, flat wi’ some grass; just like a great big football pitch. They
kept kickin’ the ball forad’s and, they say, that when it were kicked into Jerry’s
trench our lads shouted “goal!” Now they are being called “The Footballers of
Loos.”
“I ’ope we can do as good a job tomorrow,” David said pulling a crumpled
packet of Black Cat cigarettes from his tunic pocket. He smiled at George and
held out the pack. “Are you gonna do the same then, you being our skipper back
’ome?”
“Not on your Nelly.” George leaned forward and slid a cigarette from the
packet he was being offered. Harry Hamson had squeezed down the trench, past
Ray, and leaned back against the wall next to Ray’s legs.
“Give us a fag would ya?” Harry nodded at the packet and David extended
his arm across to meet Harry’s outstretched hand.
There was another crack and the smell of cordite drifted down into the
trench from Ray’s rifle. Above them shells lit up the sky like shooting stars.
Ray remained as still as a cat stalking a mouse.
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“Give us a light then mate.” Harry stood with a cigarette between his
finger and thumb waiting for someone else to provide the lucifers.
David tapped his pockets and shook his head.
“What’s the use of a fag wi’ out a light?” Harry was unusually tetchy.
George stretched his leg out as far as he could and fished around in his
trouser pocket. He extracted a box of Swan Vestas and sat back again. He struck a
match on the box, but it wouldn’t light. He tried another, and another, until
phosphorus popped and flamed. After lighting his own cigarette he held the match
to David who leaned over and lit up. Harry pushed himself from the cold, damp
chalk wall and leaned in towards the match.
“Bleedin’ hell!” George called out as he watched Harry stagger and fall to
the floor. The whistle of a bullet, followed by a dull slurping pop, told David that
Fritz had sniped them.
Ray jumped down. “Get up you stupid beggar!” He kicked Harry who
groaned and pushed himself upright. “Haven’t you learnt anything?” Ray’s face
was flushed and his eyes glinted wildly. Another star shell burst above them. “It
takes three seconds to light three cigarettes, and three seconds for Fritz to see the
flame and get you in his sights. Never, ever, be the third man or you’ll be a dead
man. It’s too much of a risk, you stupid sod.”
Harry blew out his cheeks and rubbed his side where Ray’s boot had
struck and knocked him to the ground.
Ray climbed back onto the fire step, placed the rifle and periscope against
his shoulder and resumed his vigil. The Leicester boys sat in pensive silence.
The Londonderry Air was still playing and it reminded David of Emily;
she loved that tune in all its guises. He re-read the postcard he had just written to
her and stood up. Picking his way over legs and packs, he made his way to where
letters and cards were being deposited for sending back home. He had wished he
had written a letter, but a postcard was all he could manage. Leaving the postcard
with a teetering pile of others, he made his way back along the trench, on the way
passing a group of men who were chatting around a brazier. David thought how
futile their efforts to prise lice from their clothing and pop them over a flame was.
He scratched his side and then the back of his neck. The little blighters were

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

144

everywhere and no amount of chatting would rid their clothes of them. David was
looking forward to having a bath once they had taken the Redoubt and were in
Haisnes. The thought of a clean body and clean clothes cheered him along,
especially no more chatting for a few days afterwards.
He made his way back along the trench to his make-shift ‘bed’ where a
young man had found a place in the trench and was sitting on one of the gas
canisters, opposite to where David sat down. The young soldier was carving a
piece of wood that looked as though it had once been part of one of the now
destroyed trees. He had scraped off the blackened parts and was deftly sculpting
the pale timber into a small animal shape. David moved across and sat down next
to him on the canister; it felt unsympathetically cold through his trousers. He had
seen the soldier at work when they had been digging trenches, and had been
impressed by the way he turned the ground with his spade.
“What is it you’re carving?” David asked.
“A tiger.”
“I once had a wooden tiger,” David told him. “Father carved it for my
birthday when I were ten.”
“Bet you never thought you’d be a Fighting Tiger then, did ya?”
“No. Not then.”
They sat in silence for a moment and David pulled out his cigarettes. He
offered one to the soldier, who shook his head.
“You were skilled with your spade when we dug trenches,” David said.
“I’m used to working the land.”
“How’s that then?”
“I worked on the Belvoir Estate.”
“What, at the Castle?”
“Yes. I loved that job, working in the gardens. Made me proud it did.”
“Why did you enlist then?”
“John Manners.”
“Who?”
“The Duke’s son. He’s a Captain with the 4th Leicesters, a pal of StuartWortley’s an’ all.”
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“I ain’t seen him.”
“No, he keeps gettin’ sent back ’ome. He’s got some illness, appendix or
summat. He were sent back with the same thing in July, when we were fighting at
Hooge.”
“So he’ll miss the action tomorrow.”
“Aye, he will.”
David stood up and shook the young man’s hand.
“Better try to rest, we’ve a big day tomorrow.” The Belvoir gardener
nodded and David turned back to his earlier position and sat down, watching the
whittling of the wood and listening to the mouth organ as it played To the Colour.
From a distance, a bugle played Taps, but no cigarettes were extinguished and
their lights defiantly decorated the trench until sunrise.
Colonel Martin walked up and down all night; he didn’t speak, just nodded
to each of his men, who nodded back.
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Chapter 33
Wednesday, 13th October 1915.
Hohenzollern.
A subdued sunrise greeted Loos.
“Tea?” Ray called. David rose and took his mug over. Second-Lieutenant
Harvey joined them and Ray lifted a blackened pot from a fire he had made in a
recess in the trench wall and poured out steaming drinks.
“Cheers,” they raised their cups to the Second-Lieutenant who sipped his
metallic brew. David smelt the petrol fumes in the vapour. They had to drink the
tea without milk, but there was sugar so they heaped some in to soften the bitter
taste.
“How old are you, Lieutenant?” Ray asked, leaning back against the
chalky wall.
“Nineteen.”
“Sweetheart?”
Rob Harvey smiled. “Yes, she writes every week.”
“What’s her name?” Ray asked him.
“Joan. God I miss her.”
“Your father’s a Colonel ain’t he?” David asked.
“That’s right.” Rob Harvey didn’t elaborate and turned to David. “You
had one of Patch’s pups didn’t you?”
“Yes, sir.” David grinned. “Gave it to my fiancé at Christmas.”
“Good.” Harvey nodded.
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“She called it Robbie,” David told the Second-Lieutenant, who was now
also the Brigade’s Acting Adjutant and Intelligence Officer.
Harvey laughed and patted David on his shoulder.
“An excellent name. I’m looking forward to seeing Patch again when this
is all over and we go back home.”
“And Joan?” Ray raised his eyebrows.
“And Joan,” Rob Harvey agreed.
They finished their tea and the Junior Officer returned to his dugout to
prepare for the afternoon’s attack.
David and Ray sat on the fire step and began cleaning their rifles. Swanny
was sitting close by and lit a cigarette. He lifted his rifle and pointed it across at
George Partridge.
‘You’d better shove them ears under your Brodie, mate, or Jerry will see
you comin’.”
“Piss off,” George told him.
“Wish we were playing football instead,” George Oswin looked pensive.
“Nah,” Swanny scoffed, “you can’t get rid of the opposition with a
bayonet like this gleaming beauty.” He held up the shining blade for them to see.
“Bugger!” Harry Hamson snatched his finger to his lips.
“What you done?” David asked.
“Cut me sen on the bayonet.”
“Trying to get out of it?” Swanny grinned at him.
“Not likely, besides I would be for’ it then if they thought I’d done it a’
purpose.”
They all laughed and carried on with their cleaning.
*
At noon, they were told to Stand-To and the promised bombardment
began. Fifty-four heavy and eighty-six field Howitzers pumped and pounded
shells onto German trenches approaching Fosse 8, The Quarries, Chalk Pit Wood
and the Hohenzollern Redoubt. Around three hundred field guns joined in; the
whumping and thudding pulsated through No Man’s Land and shook the trench
walls.
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“I hope they blast that barbed wire out,” Ray shouted. He was looking
through a periscope; always ready to despatch a careless Hun.
“Should do. We were promised a terrific bombardment and by the sound
of that lot, the Artillery lads are doing their bit. ” David yelled back.
The rum-ration was brought up the line and generous tots were given out.
“One for the road,” George Partridge joked.
“Or two.” David felt the warming liquor flow down into his stomach.
The battering of the Bosch was causing adrenaline to course through the
soldiers’ veins. David looked up; the once blue sky had been smothered. It was
grey, bloated and French.
Then the bombardment lessened and the men looked at each other.
“What’s goin’ on?” Ray asked.
“Well, not the bleedin’ biggest bombardment of the war like we were told
it would be by the sound of things,” Harry Hamson replied.
“Them guns are giving short measure,” David groaned, “let’s just hope
they’ve done their job and that’s why it’s not as strong.”
After an hour, the order came for them to put on their smoke helmets, roll
up their overcoats and waterproof sheets and strap them to their backs.
David heard a noise close by, like a dog when it’s on the trail of something
tasty. He looked to his left and a few feet away someone was huddled on the
ground, rocking and whimpering. David pushed his way to the soldier and put his
hand on his shoulder. A young lad with frightened, bulging eyes stared up at him.
David hunkered down beside the boy and offered him a cigarette, which was
taken in a hand that shook. He helped the boy to his feet and gave him an
encouraging pat on the shoulder.
Gas and smoke were released from the canisters; the projectors protruded
well over the parapet and a prevailing wind blew it between the Hohenzollern
Redoubt and the road that ran from Vermelles to Auchy. The conditions were
ideal for sweeping the smoke across to the German trenches; everyone hoped that,
as promised by Hacking, the Germans in the trenches opposite would either be
suffocated or run for their lives.
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“Let’s get at ’em.” George Partridge was animated and kept stamping his
feet, like a restless horse.
The Artillery continued to shell the German trenches and thick smoke
crept over No Man’s Land.
“Why don’t we use a few sand bags to make steps so that when it’s time,
we can get over the parapet easier?” Harry Hamson suggested. The men set to
work on a jumping-off step and sang their marching song:
We are the Leicester Boys. We are the Leicester Boys.
We know our manners. We spend our tanners.
We are respected wherever we go.
When you see us on parade, open the windows wide,
All the girls begin to cry, “I tiddly. I tiddly, I ti, ti.”
We are the Leicester Boys.
They all cheered and poured more sand onto their step.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey asked what they were doing and when they
told him he tapped his watch.
“Ten minutes, Boys.” At that moment the gas and smoke was stopped. The
men in the trench recoiled as German snipers began spattering the edge of the
parapet with precision.
“How the fuck can they see us?” Swanny shouted.
“Fix bayonets!”
The snapping of a thousand blades chattered along the trench.
Ray jumped down and pulled off his smoke helmet. The others too pulled
theirs off and exchanged them for brodies. This wasn’t what they had been
expecting. The smoke should have blocked any view of the British frontline.
The trenches were thronged with men; ladders were in position.
“Five minutes to go, and then the best of luck.” Rob Harvey had his watch
in one hand and a whistle in the other. David thought he detected a slight shaking
of the Junior-Officer’s hand.
The barrage had lifted completely. A distant whistle blew. Cheers went up
and to the right the Staffords went over and began their attack to take Slag Alley
and Fosse Alley. Seconds later the firmament exploded with shellfire and
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remorseless firing of accurately positioned machine guns. Streams of bullets
cascaded across no-man’s land and cut down the Staffords like scythes sweeping
a cornfield, hitting every officer and man as they tried to advance.
Five minutes later it was the turn of the Fighting Tigers and at 1405
Second-Lieutenant Rob Harvey blew his whistle. Among a succession of
‘Terriers’, as the Territorial Forces were known, David followed Corporal Joseph
Green up the ladder and jumped over the parapet, followed by Harry Hamson.
What he saw took his breath away; it was contradictory to what he had been told
to expect. Smoke hadn’t formed a safety blanket; the wind had been too strong
and blown it away, settling in shell holes instead of reaching the German trenches.
To his right Maxims were spitting round after round of bullets towards them. The
noise was ear splitting and the smell of smoke lingering in fuggy air.
Colonel Martin sprung to the parapet and shouted:
“En avant, mes braves,” and he helped his men with a machine gun and
bags of bombs. The continuous stream went up and over towards their objective.
None faltered.
David and the others of the Battalion advanced; as men fell down,
wounded or killed, others from behind took their place. The sky had darkened and
a vast black cloud hung in the air, as if the devil had cast his cloak over them.
Bodies were strewn all about on the ground to the right, some were
burning as what was left of the grass caught alight and cruel fingers of fire
reached out and overwhelmed them. Their screams were sickening and David
hoped the poor buggers would die quickly; some were already dead when the
flames claimed them.
David moved steadily forward towards the first trench. The German
machine guns at The Dump and Mad Point doubled their fire and their artillery
put down a barrage, responsive to the earlier British assault. Before they had
advanced many yards David saw the Belvoir gardener fall like a puppet who’d
had his strings cut. He glanced around quickly; Harry Hamson had been just
behind him, and George Oswin, but he couldn’t see them in the melee. Bob
Swann was making progress to his left, but no sign of George Partridge. He knew
Ray would be guarding their advance.
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“We’re too exposed,” David called to Lieutenant Harvey, “there’s no
fuckin’ smoke cover.”
Rob Harvey was lifted off the ground by bullets; his body arced in the air
and then rolled into an old firing trench.
The Germans continued firing; bullets fell like rain, puckering the ground
and bringing down wave after wave of the advancing soldiers. Colonel Martin
was shot in the leg and tumbled backwards into the jumping-off trench.
Men were dropping in swathes, mercilessly butchered. Whole regiments
were obliterated and officers sacrificed as they led their men into indefensible
positions.
David and those who were still attacking reached their objective. There
were four Germans in the first dugout. The Tigers attacked and two Leicester
Privates, who David thought were called Brown and Johns, threw in Mills bombs.
When the smoke began to clear one of them shouted: “Come on, down
these steps,” and they climbed down to the next dugout, which had been expertly
cut under the ground. They looked around quickly and seeing only dead Germans,
turned to leave. David noticed one of the ‘dead’ Germans move and extended his
arm to warn the others. Bayonets slashed and scored.
They stepped on lifeless bodies piled on top of each other, some face
down, some face up, all killed by the direct hits of the shell blasts and trench
mortars. Once they were satisfied the first trench was taken, they moved on to the
next. David saw a Serjeant Major with the Leicesters fighting with three German
soldiers. They desperately tried to hold their ground, but the Serjeant Major’s
bayonet was swift and they fell; their blood flowed, coating the floor of the
trench. The 4th Leicesters pressed on and stormed the second-line trench,
bayonets flashing, slapping and crunching into their targets. Tunics turned from
feldgrau to red as blood spattered and stained them. Grenades were thrown round
the dog-legs of the trench until every German there had been killed.
David leaned against the trench wall and looked back over the young men
who were lying in heaps along the trench. Men like him, serving in a foreign
country only to lose their fight. He wondered if they had sweethearts at home
waiting for news from them.
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“Come on!” They were being called to move forward towards the third
German trench and a Captain called Faire led the battalion onwards. Machine
guns positioned in Fosse 8 rattled on relentlessly and bullets came like streams of
water from hosepipes; David could hear them cutting through the grass, what was
left of it, as they showered down. Men plunged to the ground all around him.
David had to step over the bodies of those who had become his friends since
arriving in France and push on; hundreds of boots slogging through hell for King
and country. The 5th Leicesters and Sherwood Foresters were moving in to
support. David pressed on. He could see the Redoubt. The earth was pounding,
jarring his head and shoulders. The loud explosions of mortars, the roar of guns
and the horrible shrieks and screams of men wounded and dying were the most
awful sounds he had ever heard in his life. In front, Corporal Green fell and David
tripped over him, sprawling headlong onto the blackened earth. The Corporal was
staring and David thought he might still be alive. He put his hand on Joe Green’s
shoulder, but the staring eyes didn’t flicker. He closed his own eyes for a second
and heard the terrible cries of dying men all around - it tormented him far more
than the screams of shells. He got to his knees and began to push himself up when
something slammed into him. It didn’t feel like a bullet though, more like a hefty
blow from something big and hard, like a cricket bat. It knocked him backwards.
An explosion deafened him and he felt something like a balloon bursting just
below his shoulder blade. He groaned and tried to get up, but his right arm
couldn’t support him. He looked down; there was a slash of scarlet, like a huge
rose bursting open, at the top of his chest between his armpit and breastbone.
A body slapped into the ground next to him, surprised eyes staring as the
boy’s blood trickled into them from a dark cavity in his forehead. David knew he
had to get back somehow, or he would be taken prisoner, or worse still - killed.
He pulled off the kit he had been carrying and left it on the battlefield. With only
his rifle to carry, he began to crawl, pulling himself along with his one good arm
and pushing his feet against the mud. There were hardly any clumps of grass for
him to cling to and his fingers dug into the earth. A foot came down in front of his
face. The rattle of rifle fire was all around and the foot went no further; the
running soldier fell down next to him. His brodie, which resembled a colander,
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was dislodged revealing the soldier’s blasted skull as a mass of blood and brains.
David retched and pressed his face against mud and sparse, wet grass. He prayed
that if he had to die on this god-forsaken field, then let it be a quick death; he
didn’t want to go like some of the men lying around him, mangled and smashed
and in unbearable agony. Whizz bangs and shells were bursting in their hundreds
and he dragged himself forward wondering if the next shell would have his name
on. All around men were falling like skittles being bowled over. Some fell in a
crumpled heap, others would shout, throwing their hands in the air and totter
forward a pace or two before falling face downwards, never to arise again. A shell
dropped close by and its fumes choked David; earth flew into his face, his eyes,
his mouth; he was drowning in a sea of silt. He had to get back.
With tightly clenched teeth, he pushed and pulled against the cold earth,
keeping as low to the ground as he could, moving between the dead and dying. He
was parched with thirst, his water bottle having been left behind with his kit. The
next body he crawled past he looked to see if they had water, but the bottle was
riddled with bullet holes. He just wanted to lie down and sleep, but he slogged on;
crossing back over no-man’s land had seemed like a lifetime. The smell of blood
and dead bodies was sickening. At last he could see the parapet of the jumping-off
trench and when he was within a couple of furlongs, he scrambled to his feet and
ran to its sanctuary, slipping in mud that was mingled with blood and bullets. A
rifle was firing over his head, a protective arc of sniping. He slithered down the
trench wall and collapsed onto the floor. The noise from the shells and relentless
machine-gun fire pounded his eardrums and his head began to swim.
“It’s OK mate, I’ve got you.” Through the clamour he heard Ray’s
familiar voice. He tried to peel off David’s tunic; the pain was excruciating. He
pulled David’s field dressing from the tunic pocket, and gradually eased his
friend’s arm from its constraints. He fixed the dressing to David’s chest and held a
water bottle to his lips, which were caked in mud and blood. David drank with
greedy gulps, not noticing the taste of petrol, he just needed to quench his raging
thirst.
Ray pulled out his own field dressing and pressed it against David’s
mutilated back, in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood.
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A shell exploded sending soil and shrapnel cascading into the trench.
“We need to get out of here,” Ray shouted above the incessant din and
helped David to his feet.
“Have you seen any of the others?” David asked.
“It’s like needles in haystacks.” Ray answered.
Unsteadily, the two men headed towards the reserve trenches. Stretcherbearers passed them as they hurried to the dressing stations with more wounded.
As they approached ‘Barts Alley’ they saw two familiar figures on the floor of the
trench. Colonel Martin, who was obviously in great pain from a knee wound, was
reading the Bible to Rob Harvey, mortally wounded and being comforted by the
Colonel in his final moments. Each time a stretcher, or walking-wounded, passed
the Colonel flashed his pocket lamp and gave words of encouragement and praise
to his men.
The lamp flashed and they staggered on, David leaning heavily on Ray,
until they reached a dressing station where a Doctor was patching up soldiers who
had managed to make it back. He handed Ray a dressing and told him to wrap it
tightly round his bleeding hand and go back to his battalion. His was only a flesh
wound. David hadn’t noticed that Ray, too, was injured.
“You’ll be all right now,” Ray said as he was wrapping the lint around his
left hand.
“Sorry, Ray. I hadn’t seen your wound. You gave me your dressing an’
all.”
“It’s nowt.” Ray had finished winding. “Good job it weren’t the trigger
finger though.”
“I dunno. You might have got some Leave.”
“I doubt it. Probably Latrine duty.”
They both gave a mirthless laugh and Ray headed back to his post on the
frontline.
The Captain from the Medical Corps chatted idly to David who sat
patiently while his dressings were changed. Droplets of sweat had formed on his
brow with the intensity of the pain.
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“Drink this, Private.” The Medic pushed a tin cup into David’s right hand.
He tipped the contents into his mouth and the Brandy burned his throat as it
trickled down. He was then sent on his way along a communication trench,
feeling comforted by the warming spirit. He dragged his weary body along with
other walking-wounded, passing heaps of dead bodies that had been piled up
ready to take out for burial. After about half-an-hour they came to the Chateau in
Vermelles. Hundreds of men stood in line waiting to have their wounds tended.
David slumped to the floor, weak from blood loss. He was pulled to his feet by
one of the stretcher-bearers nearby and led away into the Chateau; blood was
flowing freely down his back.
The Chateau walls trembled as the bombardment continued. David slid to
the ground and lay down on the cold floor. The pain in his shoulder and back was
worse than anything he had ever experienced; even worse than that awful initial
agony of those times when he had accidentally hit his thumb with a hammer when
he’d missed the nail he’d been aiming for. He felt light-headed and hot. Sweat
mingled with his blood and the coolness of the stone against his back was actually
quite comforting. Then blackness descended.
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Chapter 34
Thursday, 14th October 1915.
Fallout.
Swanny and Ray were sitting together on a pile of spent shells in an old Quarry;
the morning mist had settled all about them. Both men had the same haunted look
as the other 186 who had made it through the previous day’s Armageddon. Their
uniforms were caked in mud and blood and none had washed or shaved for three
days. The men hadn’t eaten for almost twenty-four hours and their stomachs
growled and clenched in protest. At sunrise, the Quarter Master Serjeants brought
rations of bully beef and hard biscuits, but the food was momentarily ignored
because a flagon, marked SRD, was being passed around. Exhausted and
despondent, each man in turn hooked a filthy finger through the handle and tipped
the container with his arm until a stream of thick, dark liquor poured down his
throat.
After he had taken his turn, Swanny wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand and spat mud from his cracked lips. He passed the flagon to Ray.
A German Picklehaube lay in the mud and Swanny kicked it as if he were
trying to score a goal, someone’s trophy - a grisly souvenir. It hardly moved; its
spike fastened it to the hostile ground.
“What a fuckin’ waste!” Swanny kicked at the helmet again. “All them
wasted lives! All that fuckin’ wasted effort – and for what? A few trenches in
farming land, not even a hundred yards taken from the fuckin’ Bosch.”
Ray laid a steadying hand on Swanny’s arm and offered him a cigarette.
Swanny took one and sat down again on the shell cases. Stretcher-bearers were
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still moving past to fetch and carry whomever they could reach. Those who
couldn’t be saved would either perish on the field or be taken prisoner. A stretcher
came past bearing a soldier crying for his mother – his tunic was riddled with
bullet holes and his face was a pulpy mess on one side.
Swanny put his head in his hands and cried with him.
Roll call was taken; the names called formed a tragic epitaph. When one of
the battalion didn’t answer their pals would say: “Gone West,” or “Over the Hill.”
Having survived the last twenty-four hours on the odd biscuit and
cigarettes, the Leicester Tigers finally ate their rations.
Shelling continued as the German Army tried to reclaim the Redoubt. The
Sherwood Foresters relieved the Leicestershire Battalions, who made their way
back to Lancashire Trench between the railway and Vermelles. They slept for
several hours before being taken to a rest camp in Hesdigneul.
*
David had lain on the floor for two hours, drifting in-and-out of consciousness.
His dressings were changed again whilst he waited with the hundreds of others for
Red Cross ambulances to take them to Field Hospitals. Eventually his turn came
and he was helped on board. The driver was a woman, who looked as tired as he
felt. The vehicle bumped over rough roads, heading north and every so often
swerving to avoid shell holes. It took over two hours to complete the seven-mile
journey; wounded men cried out when they were pitched this way and that against
each other. Eventually, and well behind the firing line, they arrived at an old
building which was being used as the Béthune Field Hospital.
Girls with the Volunteer Aid Detachment brought them food and water
whilst they waited for a Doctor. The water didn’t taste of petrol and the bread and
cheese didn’t taste of anything, but David was too hungry and thirsty to care.
David caught his breath and clenched both fists when the dressing was
prised from his chest. The bullet hole was clean and about the size of a farthing.
After re-dressing the wound he was turned over and work began on his back. He
could feel the Doctor pulling and then pushing at his injury and pain wrapped
around him and squeezed his stomach, threatening to expel the food inside. He
was then helped to where those who had been treated were lying down, and
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throughout the night and following morning, his dressings were changed every
two hours. The blood still flowed freely. He felt weak and the black cloud above
him kept descending and smothering his consciousness.
David was awakened by shouting.
“We have to get out!” The nurses and VADs moved swiftly amongst the
sleeping soldiers. “We are being attacked and the shells are getting closer.
Quickly!”
A German bombardment had begun.
Those who could struggled to their feet; David was too weak and
wondered how many more minutes of life were left in him. He mentally said
goodbye to Emily and those he loved before he was lifted onto a stretcher and
taken down a filthy cloister, nearer an entrance to the cellars. Rows of badly
wounded men were left on the floor to await being carried down to safety in the
basement. David closed his eyes and thought Ray had been wrong and that this
must be what Hell was like; across his eyelids rode four black horsemen.
The spaces between the stretchers were packed with dead pigeons and tin
helmets.
“What a place!”
It was cold; it was noisy; it was crowded and it stank of stale sweat and
blood.
“Anywhere must be better than this godforsaken ginnel!” David thought.
He was wrong.
He felt himself being lifted and looked up at the stretcher-bearer.
“What’s all this with the pigeons?” he asked.
“They’ve all died o’ shellshock, and it might be catching,” came the
sarcastic reply.
He had only been carried a yard or two when a grip-handle snapped off the
stretcher, with a pitiless jolt. He screamed as pain lashed through him and, try as
he might, he couldn’t halt the tears. He could bear it no more, and as they
descended the tight stairwell into the cellar, the darkness deepened.
David woke with a start and immediately reached out to his left side to
check for his rifle, but the exertion was too much and he slumped back down
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again. He tilted his head and tried to take in his surroundings. A flickering oil
lamp, which appeared to be hovering at shoulder height in a dark recess, offered a
pale orange glow to the gloom where the Doctor who had patched him up earlier
was bending over an unsteady table. Beneath him the cellar floor lurched
rhythmically in step with the relentless pounding outside. David closed his eyes.
His head throbbed in time with the falling shells and he felt as though every cell
in his battered body was screaming in a bid to burst through his skin. He forced
his eyes opened again and squinted in an effort to focus on what was happening
around him. His gaze was drawn back to the feeble flame spilling from the lamp,
which dangled from the low ceiling above the makeshift operating table. He
watched it waver and tremble as it strained to give light to the murky treatment
area. David tried to see who was on the table being patched up by the Doctor. He
couldn’t identify the patient, but knew the poor bastard would never walk again if he survived. It had been a while since David had been the one on the table
receiving his treatment and the Doctor had worked hard to stem the flow of blood
that poured from the bullet’s exit wound in David’s back; the sticky straw where
he was now lying told him he hadn’t been completely successful.
The steady whumping of shells thundered down onto the village,
accompanied by groans of injured men as they waited for treatment, or release.
David watched the nurses and VADs as they moved deftly amongst the wounded
and the Doctor, working in the dimness as quickly as he could to seal wounds, put
back falling entrails and cover torn faces. There was a rank smell of unwashed
bodies overlaid with the metallic stench of blood, and in some cases, guts, which
stuck to mud-caked clothing and flesh. David felt sick. He closed his eyes and lay
back. He felt a bloody dampness beneath him, but he was too exhausted to move
to a drier patch. At the same time as unconsciousness came, his pain went.
When David regained consciousness he watched a new batch of walking
wounded stumble down the stairs; each man was labelled “W.W.” as if he
belonged to the Walking Club for those who didn’t play school sports. The men
walked indifferently into the gloomy cellar; vibrations of destruction rocked the
stairs, the walls shook out of harmony. No small patch of this cellar had sympathy
with anything else. However, the men showed mutual concern. They helped one
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another along; hands wrapped in bloodstained bandages guided those with bound
eyes and others impaired by broken and shattered limbs. They all coughed and
wheezed, lungs straining to suck in another draught of stagnant air. These men
had become accustomed to the army’s love of exaggeration, they accepted their
official classification; their injuries were not life-threatening. They assembled in
an area on the far side of the Doctor’s table where they would try to rest before
their next journey, either to another field hospital, or back to the regiment and
then, once again, the front line.
An authoritative voice boomed over the groans.
“Well, well.” The Company Serjeant Major David had seen fighting with
the three Germans was standing near the lamp beside the rickety treatment table.
David stirred and tried to sit up, but the pain, which seared through his
body, rendered him helpless. He strained to hear what was being said to the
Doctor, but all he could make out was:
“Top Hole!” And thought what the hell was ‘top hole’ about this desperate
bloodbath?
“Well, well!” The voice was closer this time, repeating the phrase as the
CSM moved through the broken bodies, his swagger stick tucked under his right
arm.
David tried to sit up again.
“At ease!” The CSM instructed. David wished he would fuck off.
The CSM looked the men over.
“Well done, chaps. A splendid dash!” And that being his valediction, he
saluted and swaggered towards the stairs.
David closed his eyes and listened to the shells that were relentlessly
blasting into what was left of some distant building. A nurse stopped and knelt
beside him. The stains that clung to her clothes were different shades of blood;
dark brown patches overlaid with bright scarlet. She lifted the dressing, which
covered the entry wound just below his collarbone. Taking his dog tag in her other
hand, she leaned closer.
“Hello, Private 3488.”
“3458!” His own sandpaper of a voice replied, correcting her.
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“3458,” she affirmed, raising her voice so she could be heard above the
guns, the coughing and the grunts.
“Emily!” he breathed. Her voice was not that of a stranger; his confused
condition forced it to be familiar.
“Emily,” was all he said; it was full of memories and affection.
He opened his eyes again and a pretty face swam before him. The blurred
and shaking image dancing with each throb and jolt.
He felt her cool hand on his forehead and his cracked lips stretched feebly
upwards.
“What’s your name?” she asked. He raised his head slightly and looked at
her more intently; he frowned, and then slumped back onto the thin scattering of
straw.
“I thought you were Emily.”
“Can you sit up for me?” she coaxed. “Who’s Emily? Is that your wife?”
David shook his head. “Not yet.” The corners of his mouth embraced a
loving smile.
“Come on, please try to sit up, I need to dress your back. Now, what is
your name?”
“Adcock.” David’s answer was more a grunt. He pushed himself up. It felt
as though his muscles were on fire and he beat the ground with the flat of his
hand. Then his fist clenched dragging mud from the floor under his broken nails;
his other arm rigid, holding him upright. He flinched and moaned as she pulled
the blood-soaked dressing from the gaping, mangled flesh. She would have seen
the sharp edges of his splintered ribs and the jagged vertebrae of his backbone
bulging through torn muscles. Blood poured afresh from the wound and she
quickly pushed a clean dressing into the ragged hollow and bound it in place as
best she could. Pulling some of the stained, damp straw away, she replaced it with
a marginally fresher handful or two.
“Try to rest.”
“Can I have a drink?” David croaked.
The nurse looked around and stepped away. David thought she hadn’t
heard him and let his head drop onto the straw. He was cold and began to shiver.
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He wished he hadn’t left his tunic behind. He lay there in just his torn shirt,
trousers and puttees with his boots still on.
David drifted between grotesque reality and savage frightening dreams. He
didn’t know how long he had slept for, but was awakened by the same kind voice.
“Private Adcock, wake up, I have water for you.” She held a blood-caked
water bottle to his lips. He opened his mouth and she tilted it until the water ran
over his tongue. He felt the soothing liquid slide down his throat; some ran out
onto his chin and dribbled down his neck; it put out the flames of his thirst, and
was better than any ale he had ever drunk in the Bell.
“Thank you.” He rasped his gratitude and she smiled, as if he were the
only soldier in her care. He lay back and closed his eyes once more, bathing in the
memory of the water. He felt something being placed across his body and looked
down to see a tunic, peppered with bullet holes, being laid over him. He knew that
whomever it had belonged to wouldn’t need it now, but was grateful for the
warmth it offered. He watched the nurse move down the line of wounded men,
treating each one as if he were the most important.
The crowded cellar shook less as the shelling began to subside.
A few more lamps had been found and lit.
The line of men waiting for the Doctor shortened.
David awoke from a fitful sleep.
He reached out to his left side to check for his rifle again, but the exertion
was too much and he slumped back.
A VAD worked her way down the line and stopped beside David. She
knelt and gently turned him onto his right side so that she could dress his wound.
Unlike the nurse who had attended to him earlier, she didn’t speak. Nor did she
spend long un-packing and re-packing the mess that used to be his back; she then
quickly moved on to the next young man needing her attention who David
recognised as their drummer, Archie Phillips.
The shells gradually stopped.
David continued to shiver and shake uncontrollably. He thought it must
have been getting on for dawn as the barrage had lifted. He tried to sit up, but the
pain wrapped around his torso and squeezed his stomach. He felt sick. His throat
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began to tighten and his tongue worked rapidly as its muscles caused it to hit the
roof of his mouth. His stomach clenched in an effort to expel its contents. The
intense pain burned; he felt as though he were encased in flames. His head swam
and a black curtain descended smothering his brain and covering his eyes as he
drifted into unconsciousness.
The first convoy of ambulances had left and the cellar now only held those
with severe injuries who needed transporting to another hospital, or to await the
train that would return them to England. Some who had been there earlier had
been patched up and sent back to their battalions, others were already on their way
to Lille.
Along the far wall, and scattered across the floor of the cellar, another
battalion had been formed. Row upon row of lifeless bodies lay beside each other
and on top of each rested a wooden cross. The stretcher-bearers, who had brought
them in the night before, would later help to carry them out to a burial ground
where a chaplain would collect their belongings together for sending back home
before he said a few words of prayer at their interment.
A young VAD was tending those who were clinging on to life. The
stretcher-bearers lifted a man who had been sleeping next-but-one to David and
carried him away to the waiting ambulance. She nudged David.
“Come on Private, time to go.” He didn’t move. She tapped his shoulder
and bent down and called to him again; her mouth only inches from his ear.
The stretcher-bearers returned and moved down the cellar. They passed
the Doctor who was sitting beside the blood-stained table; he was holding his
head in his hands, desperately in need of sleep. The air was fetid, and they
coughed when the heavy stench filled their lungs. They approached the VAD who
was re-tying a dressing around a soldier’s face; he was able to walk out to the
ambulance, unaided.
“Is this the last?” one of them asked, nodding towards the man lying next
to David. The VAD nodded. They moved forward and lifted the conscious man
who was moaning loudly.
“Me legs,” he shouted and his arm dangled helplessly over the side of the
stretcher as they headed towards the stairs and fresher air, leaving David where he
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was. The VAD bent down. She pulled the torn tunic to cover him, and shook her
head. Picking up the blood-spattered water bottle, which lay empty beside David,
she followed the stretcher-bearers out of the cellar.
She never looked back.
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Chapter 35
Friday, 15th October 1915.
Desertion.
He was cold, so cold, so achingly bloody cold. David imagined he was awake, but
his eyes were closed. He was exhausted, too exhausted to open them; the lids
were pressed together as if cemented. He had heard once, couldn’t remember
when, that in some places they put coins on your eyes when you die. Had he died?
Is that why his eyes were so heavy? With his right hand, he reached up towards
his face and a wave of hot pain stabbed him under his collarbone. The kind of
pain he supposed that someone who had been bayoneted would experience. He
hadn’t been bayoneted. He knew that much. No, he had been shot by a Jerry
machine gun. Maxims they called them. Maxim versus Vickers. Vickers versus
Maxim. A duel for supremacy stormed his consciousness. This time, the Maxim
had won, had beaten him. The bullet’d had his number on it. He opened his mouth
to cry out, but no sound came. He was having one of those nightmares where he
was shouting loudly, but had no voice. His throat felt as if he had been gargling
with broken glass, tongue wooden and sticking to the roof of his mouth. Forcing
his arm further upwards, his fingers touched a cheek-bone. That was OK, intact,
just slightly sticky. He pushed his hand further to feel for the coin on his right eye.
There was no coin.
“Thank Christ for that,” he managed to mutter. He spread his fingers
across to his left eye. No coin. He blew a stream of relief through swollen lips. In
the knowledge that there were no coins, he forced his eyelids apart. He was
staring upwards, but everywhere was dark; he was encased in an envelope of
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black. Quietness hung heavily over him. That can’t be right, there were shells, a
bombardment; it was the stillness now that was hurting his ears. He turned his
head to his right, but everything was as black as pitch, just like in the coalhouse at
home. His mind swam and a mental picture of the time Whattoff had locked him
in their coalhouse when his was seven took shape. It had been so dark in there that
he hadn’t been able to see his hand in front of his nose. He’d banged on the door
until his knuckles hurt, but no-one had come to let him out. The dark cubbyhole
had been his prison and it stank of the coal that filled it and made him cough.
Even when he had called to his brother that he needed to pee, his pleas were
ignored and when David thought he would never be found he cried and his
bladder had released a hot stream down his legs. David didn’t need to pee now, in
fact he couldn’t remember the last time he had. ‘You don’t need to pee when
you’re dead,’ he thought.
A feeling like a thousand needles sticking into his skin swept up his body.
“Oh my God, I’m in a coffin,” he said aloud. That was why it was so dark;
he was encased in a wooden box. But he couldn’t be dead. They were going to
bury him alive! He was sweating and a hot panic boiled in his veins. He had to get
out. He gradually raised his arm and screwing up his eyes, reached upwards,
pushing through the pain. He would force the lid from the coffin. But there was no
lid. Fingers waved in a blind abyss. The dark tomb was not that of a wooden
overcoat, it was bigger, damper, colder. Irrational ideas gave way to pragmatism
and more rational understanding. Those who had gone west, o’er the hill, for the
long sleep, dead, weren’t buried in coffins out here – they were wrapped in
blankets, faceless, and lowered into the unforgiving ground. Thoughts of men
dying swam in concentric circles behind his closed lids; whirlpools of fear and
confusion. Snapshots of comrades falling face down in the mud, backwards with
blood blooming like rose petals from wounds, sideways as machine gun fire swept
across their path. Then an image of a mass burial pit manifested and his breathing
quickened.
“Jesus Christ, no, not that!”
He reached sideways with his right arm, stretching through the pain as far
as he could, and felt nothing but relief. Relief that he wasn’t in a mass grave lying

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

167

beside another soldier whose life had been snuffed out, relief that he couldn’t feel
the muddy side of his own clay tomb.
From his struggles David knew that his right arm was still there, and
working. He tried to move his left. He wiggled his fingers. They worked. Lifting
his elbow slightly away from his body he screamed as a pain like a tiger sinking
its teeth into his back coursed through his shoulder, his side, his arm, his neck, his
head. It was as if an electric shock was surging along the nerve endings; even his
teeth ached. He let his arm rest back down again and gradually the agony eased to
a dull, persistent throbbing. He was tired, dog-tired. He drifted off to sleep once
more; too worn out to keep trying further movement.
When he woke up he became aware of something resting on his chest. He
wasn’t sure if the feeling had been there before or not. It was painful to do, but he
pressed his chin towards his chest and opened one eye in an attempt to find out
what was there. The blackout was still absolute, and even with both eyes open,
visibility was impossible. His head fell back onto a thin cushion of damp straw
and he closed his eyes once more.
“Oh, God,” he croaked; realisation had slapped him in the face. The
pressure was from a wooden cross with his name on, just like the ones lined up in
the cellar the day before.
Fuck! He was still in the cellar.
“No!” He moaned. “No! No! No!” A teardrop pressed through his closed
lids, ran down his face and dribbled into his ear. Sobs caught in his throat and he
wept tears of helpless despair, until sleep closed in once more.
He didn’t know how long he had slept for, shifting between mangled,
mutilated reality and mordant, frightening dreams, but when he awoke a pale,
white light was piercing the gloom in front of him. He thought this must be what
people referred to as light at the end of the tunnel, the light you saw when you
died and went to heaven. The shaft slid down a wall, and tapered away into a
shape that reminded David of a bayonet. He couldn’t see or feel his rifle and he
still wasn’t able to make out what it was that he could feel pressing down onto
him. He pushed his right arm against his side and little by little raised it onto his
chest. There was no cross. As his hand moved slowly over his torso he felt
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something round and metal, then, a few inches away, another one - buttons. The
thing lying across him was a tunic, and there was something in the pocket that
rested on David’s breastbone. It must have been the previous owner’s Bible or
pay-book. Bible probably; pay books weren’t that heavy. He wished it had been a
full water bottle so that he could quench a thirst that was making his head pound
from dehydration. He wondered if his own tunic was being used to keep another
wounded man warm and if that soldier would find Emily’s photograph in the
breast pocket.
“Emily! Oh Emily!” Her name lingered on his dry lips. He couldn’t bear
to think of her. Instead he concentrated on the light that had become stronger and
the shaft wider. It was daylight and as darkness receded David was, at last, able to
make out his surroundings. A black shape scuttled across the floor, followed by
another. Rats were feasting on blood-soaked straw and pieces of flesh that had
once belonged to someone who had lain with him in the malodorous basement.
He managed to look across to where the dead had been lined up, but none
remained. Painfully, he strained to see as far as he could in all directions. Bile
rose in his gullet as a slow, but very real, understanding gripped him. The cellar
was empty. Only he remained. Everyone else had been taken to their next
destination, whether it was a field hospital or a cemetery. He opened his parched
mouth as wide as he could and yelled, bawled, screamed, for help.
“Please! Somebody! Help me! Don’t leave me here! Please! Help!” He
listened for any movement, the sound of someone, anyone, coming to rescue him,
but could hear nothing more than the scratching of rats. He shouted again and
again until he felt as though he had been calling out for hours rather than the few
minutes that passed before his voice had rasped into silence.
This godforsaken, stinking, putrid, damp, dark, subterranean shit-hole was
his burial pit. Consciousness left him.
With the memory of his boyhood’s Saturday Penny, everything in his
cellar was spent.
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Chapter 36
Wednesday, 20th October 1915.
Corollary.
Silence. It surrounded her like a shroud. Emily sat beside the fire in the tiny Post
Office, head in hands. Once again the morning’s post hadn’t brought her the news
she wanted, or that she didn’t want. She tried so hard to carry on, just as Mary
was doing, but she was weak, ‘no backbone’ Mary had said.
Outside the morning crawled past, like a salted snail, and stillness veiled
the streets. Black-edged telegrams adorned windowsills; it wasn’t supposed to be
like this, to feel like this. This wasn’t what they were promised!
Emily slid from her stool as if she were sliding into an ice bath. On the
counter were the Parish Magazines ready for distribution. Emily felt only apathy;
she would deliver them that afternoon, as it was half-day closing. She pulled a
postcard from her pocket and stared at the picture, it was of a soldier holding a
rifle. The inscription was ‘Pour le devoir. For duty’s sake.” She turned the
postcard over. Tears welled up and escaped, sliding down her cheeks like
raindrops on a window pane. Her tears were of sadness and utter disappointment.
Field Post Office, 12 October 1915
Passed by Censor No 404

J E Barker

Dear Emily,
Just a post card to say I have got my parcel. We are in the trenches now and it
keeps raining. It was fine the first two or three days in. I will write a letter as soon
as I get out as it’s too wet now so you can look out for one in a day or two’s time.
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I got your letter with the parcel. I thought it best to send this instead of keeping
you waiting.
Fondest love from David xxx
The door-bell jangled and Mrs Walker-Holmes walked in. Emily quickly
dried her tears with a silk handkerchief that Ernest had sent from France and
pushed it back into her pocket along with the postcard.
“We need to do more recruiting.” The older woman slapped a poster onto
the counter. That woman was beyond belief. Emily just stared at her and shook
her head.
“That brother of yours ought to enlist.”
“Step-brother,” Emily corrected. “Whattoff is in a protected industry. He’s
a foreman at the shoe factory making boots for the troops. He’s doing his bit!”
Emily knew Whattoff had received a number of white feathers.
“The country needs more men at the front.” Emily thought that Mrs
Walker-Holmes resembled a turkey with her neck flushed and eyes bulging.
“Have you seen the hospitals?” Emily asked. “They are full of men in blue
uniforms looking pale and solemn. And the streets are full of women wearing
black.”
“Well, it has to be seen through.”
Emily fought back a new threat of tears – she was damned if she were
going to let this awful woman see her cry.
“Goodbye Mrs Walker-Holmes. And as you haven’t asked, no I haven’t
heard anything more of my fiancé.” She knew the reference would annoy the
blasted woman.
“Just put the poster up,” Mrs Walker-Homes snapped and turned away.
Emily stepped forward and held the door open, then took the poster and threw it
onto the fire. Perhaps she did have a backbone after all.
Emily picked up a Parish Magazine and sat down again. She opened it and
began to read. The main concern appeared to be the condition of the church roof,
then a few cheerful messages from serving soldiers and sailors. A new section had
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been added: R.I.P. “Greater love hath no man than that he lay down his life for
his friends.”
Emily would continue to read the monthly Magazines, but it would be a
long time before there would be any good news.
*
SYSTON PAROCHIAL MAGAZINE
NOVEMBER 1915
R.I.P.
“Greater love hath no man than that he lay down his life for his friends.”
GEORGE OSWIN – Killed in action, October 13th 1915. Member of the
Institute and Formerly Captain of the Football Club and one of the most regular
boys in Mr. Pain’s Bible Class. One of his last acts before leaving the village was
to make his communion at the Parish Church.

Dear Mr Oswin,
I am sending you these few belongings of your dear son George. I feel it
my duty to let you know of his death. He died a brave soldier on making the attack
on October 13th 1915.
(Extract from a letter from George’s comrade.)
DECEMBER 1915
3 Brookside, Syston
Nov 17th, 1915
Dear Vicar,
I am now writing to thank you for your kindness to us in our great trouble;
it was very good of you to put it in the magazine. We had official news come on
November 13th that our dear son was killed in action on October 13th.
Well, he has died an honourable death and also he has given his life for
his King and country. We always tried to think he would come back, brave as he

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

172

went away – so brave he always used to say he should do his best when he was in
it to win it. We are sure he did his best.
Well, though we have heard our dear son was buried comfortably, we
hope to meet again where partings are no more.
Mr. and Mrs. Oswin
P.S. Will you kindly accept this small amount towards our Church roof as it was
George’s last wish that the Church over there would not be destroyed.

JANUARY 1916
HARRY HAMSON, whom we announced as “reported missing” in last
month’s issue, has now been officially reported “killed in action” on October
13th, 1915. Our sympathy goes forth to his widow, mother and relatives and we
trust that the sense that the boy did his duty will be a consoling thought to them in
their sorrow.
APRIL 1916
We have to put on record the name of another of our men who has laid
down his life for his country, and whose death has not been recorded in the
Parish Magazine, viz, Private GEORGE E. PARTRIDGE, son of Mrs Partridge,
Wilby Place, aged 26 years. He was in the 4th Leicesters and was killed on
October 13th, 1915, at the Hohenzollern Redoubt. Private G. E. Partridge was
formerly a member of our Church Sunday School and a member of the Football
Club. He leaves a widow and two children.
AUGUST 1917
LANCE CORPORAL WHATTOFF ADCOCK (2nd South Staffords) Missing, 13th
November 1916, now reported killed in action.
JANUARY 1918
ERNEST WADE, killed in action, 1 October 1917, Age 23.
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Epilogue.
Monday, 27th December 1920.
David awoke with a jolt. Someone was crying out; a scream ripped through his
semi-conscious mind and he pressed his palms over his ears to shut out the
demons that invaded and threatened his sanity. Sweat oozed from his pores and
ran down his forehead. He pushed himself up; a pain shot through him, just under
his shoulder blade and he slumped back down again into darkness.
He was clawing his way through an ocean of rank, slimy mud mixed with
putrid blood. He reached out and grasped at a rock, the size of a football. It rolled
away; the rock was a head and the face of Harry Hamson stared at him though
unseeing eyes. Machine guns rattled and his body began to shake. George Oswin
was shouting to him from across a burning field and George Partridge fell to the
ground, stood up, fell again. David stumbled along, tripping over bodies, trying to
find a way out. The dark walls of a trench closed in. The nightmare had returned.
Another scream. He awoke, rubbed his eyes and blew out his cheeks. The
terror of seeing such slaughter and then being left alone in a dark, stagnant cellar
had invaded his subconscious once again. He thought he had been forsaken and
left to die that night when he woke up and found that all the other wounded had
gone; he had been abandoned on the cellar floor with rows of dead soldiers. The
stretcher-bearers had taken quite a fright when they returned to move those who
had perished to their freshly dug graves, and David asked them for water. That
had been five years ago, and still it haunted him.
He wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead with a starched, white
handkerchief, and then pushed it back into his trouser pocket.
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“David!” It was his sister-in-law, Kathy’s, voice.
He jumped up from his chair beside the fire. Robbie yelped; David had
trodden on the dog’s tail. Robbie had been sleeping on the hearthrug and he too
sprang to his feet.
David sank back down again and reached for a cup of tea which he had
been drinking before he fell asleep. As he stretched forward his hand shook and
he clenched his fist to stop the tremor caused by the earlier, turbulent dream.
“David!” Kathy called again from upstairs.
“Is everything all right?” David called back.
“Everything’s fine, but we could do with some more coal on this fire, and
young Raymond needs his tea.”
David put down the teacup, which rattled in its saucer, and stood up. He
lifted the coalscuttle and climbed the stairs. He could hear Kathy scolding his son:
“Ernest Raymond Adcock, will you keep away from that fire – and don’t
throw your socks on it!”
David pushed open the bedroom door and felt the warmth from inside
wash over him. A wooden tiger clattered loudly across the floorboards towards
him followed by Raymond, who toddled over to his father; bare-footed and
laughing at the tiger he had just thrown. David put down the coalscuttle and patted
his son’s head.
Kathy was flushed and her hair had escaped its pins. Smiling widely, she
wiped her hands on her pinafore and beckoned David over.
David walked across to the bed. The sight that greeted him banished the
fear and trembling he had just re-lived, until the next time.
“Now then, Emily-Jane,” he said, “what have we here?”
Emily was exhausted but happy, cradling their new-born, sleeping baby
who was wrapped in a grey blanket. Looking down at his wife and child David
after a moment said:
“What’ll we call this ’un then?”
“David.” Emily smiled up at her husband then closed her eyes to sleep.
“’Bout time,” he answered, and lit his pipe.
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Leicester, the Battle of Loos and Literary Lacuna
Whilst recorded facts indicate a significant stage in the experience of the British
Expeditionary Force on the Western Front, Loos, however, has not attracted
literary or scholarly attention. The Leicester Tigers, is an overlooked battalion and
regiment and I was determined to write something that will recognise the
importance and significance of their involvement so early on in the Great War.
There has been little academic writing about the Battle of Loos although
there has been one author, Nicholas Lloyd who wrote his PhD thesis on this
particular Great War battle, but he focussed on 25th September 1915, not 13th
October, which gives me, as a researcher, a good opportunity to offer some
original contribution to knowledge to this field.5
Setting down a major piece of new information in writing for the first time
was facilitated by the use of a diary, which was written by a soldier of the 1/4th
Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment and one of the few who survived the
fateful attack on the Hohenzollern Redoubt on the 13th October 1915. The diary
has never been part of an archive, but is a privately owned document, together
with the letters, postcards and soldier’s pay book. Thus, the novel, Heroism in the
Abstract and accompanying reflective commentary and critical analysis of the
research offers an original contribution to knowledge and fills a lacuna in Great
War Fiction, which has been further established as the research progressed.
Through the use of the diary and letters I have been able to uncover new facts
about the 4th Leicesters, for example, what happened to those who survived the
devastation and how they were affected.
The 4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment was the Territorial unit,
recruited from the town; Leicester was not a city at this time. The 5th Battalion
was recruited from the county. The Territorial Force was formed in 1908 and was
intended to help strengthen the nation’s defences in the face of a growing
expectation of a European war. The 4th and 5th Battalions of the Leicestershire
Regiment were part of the first Territorial division, the 46th (North Midland)

5

Nicholas Lloyd, ‘The British Expeditionary Force and the Battle of Loos’ (unpublished doctoral
thesis, University of Birmingham, 2004).
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Division, to join the fighting on the Western Front in March 1915. These men led
the way and became known as the ‘Fighting Tigers’. John Milne wrote in his
memoir, Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment, August 1914 –
November 1918 (1935) how ‘A great wave of enthusiasm swept through the
battalion. All felt that it was a great honour to form part of the first Territorial
division to go to France’ and later that ‘Everybody was young, fit and full of
beans, out for a great adventure, out for a bit of fun, quite ready to die on the field
of honour if really necessary.’6
Attitudes in 1915 were different from those in 1918 and Milne wrote that
‘It would be rather jolly coming home to Leicester after the Bosches had been
beaten and telling those other fellows who had not joined up what one really
thought of them.’7 George Partridge echoes this in Chapter Twenty-nine of the
novel, Mobilisation.8 Earlier studies and most British Great War fiction does not
seem to reflect on this perspective where young recruits saw the war as a great
adventure. There was a great sense of patriotism where young men were
encouraged to go and ‘do their bit’ with propaganda telling them it was their duty
to serve King and Country and that they would be heroes. Later studies of the
prominent battles such as The Somme and Passchendaele are more cynical and
focus on the cataclysmic events that caused the era to be identified as ‘the loss of
a generation’.
The Battle of Loos was a significant Anglo-French offensive that the
British Commander in Chief did not want, but was told, by his superior, Secretary
of State for War, Lord Kitchener, that ‘British willingness to participate fully in
the fighting on the Western Front had to be demonstrated’.9 When the Loos attack
took place it was the biggest land battle that Britain had ever fought. Also, it was
the first and only British offensive to be preceded by a discharge of chlorine gas
and smoke from cylinders concealed in the front-line trenches. At the time of the
first attack, 25th September 1915, the Leicesters were near Ypres, in Belgium,
6

John Milne, Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment August 1914 to November 1918
(Leicester: Edgar Backus, 1935), p. 10.
7
Milne, p. 10.
8
See p. 115.
9
Matthew Richardson, Fighting Tigers: Epic Actions of the Royal Leicestershire Regiment
(Barnsley: Pen and Sword, 2002), p. 42.
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where they were to launch a deceptive offensive to coincide with the ‘real’ one
further south; they provided the metaphorical smokescreen. Both attacks were
unsuccessful and the Leicesters were sent to the Loos sector on the 2nd October to
be the front-line battalion for the second attempt to take the Hohenzollern
Redoubt. They relieved the Guards and ‘the Guardsmen were greatly surprised
that they were to be relieved by Territorals’.10
Whilst much has been written about the poetry of the Great War, its
representation in fiction continues to receive far less critical attention: no novel of
the period has attained a status commensurate with John McCrae’s ‘In Flanders
Fields’, Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, Rupert Brooke’s ‘The Soldier’
or Laurence Binyon’s ‘For the Fallen’. George Parfitt explores the reasons for this
in Fiction of the First World War: A Study (1988), arguing that the sparseness of
secondary writing and neglect of fiction was ‘partly because of the difficulty of
defining the limits of the subject’.11 Although the situation has changed a little
since Parfitt’s book appeared, war poetry continues to overshadow war fiction. It
is regularly reprinted in anthologies and taught in schools as part of the National
Curriculum whereas most of the novels written during and immediately after the
conflict remain the preserve of period specialists and literary historians. Despite
the greater recognition of poetry over fiction from the Great War and the years
immediately after it, it is fiction written about the war during the late twentieth
and twenty-first centuries that now seems to dominate both the bookshops and
academic discussion, though as I will show, its treatment of historical events is
often problematic and highly selective.
In this section I consider how Great War fiction has developed, especially
since Parfitt wrote his study in 1988, and compare areas that have been written
about with a view to understanding why what happened at Loos on the 13th
October 1915 has never been depicted in fiction. The county of Leicestershire has
been similarly overlooked in contemporary fiction, and I shall discuss why this
might be. Other writers’ techniques are addressed in this section along with their
choices of when their novels are set. By studying why they might have chosen to

10
11

Richardson, p. 44.
George Parfitt, Fiction of the First World War – A Study (London: Faber and Faber, 1988), p.4.
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write about their selected events, and how they have done it, I shall be better able
to reflect on the reasons why Loos has not been a popular subject for a Great War
novel.
Parfitt’s study found that: ‘the most common basic pattern used [as a
narrative structure] is that of the life of a single protagonist.’12 In more recent
works, there is a prevalence of multiple protagonists, Elizabeth Speller’s At Break
of Day (2013) has four, which I, as a reader, found somewhat inconsistent. My
work also moves away from the single protagonist template, pairing the real-life
couple, David Adcock and Emily-Jane Wade in an evocation of relationships and
companionships on Western and Home Fronts. Having more than one protagonist
allowed me to write from more than one viewpoint. This technique carries the
advantage that, as reading from different diaries and documents confirms, a single
exposition could never be absolute.
In contemporary British fiction, the portrayal of the fighting frequently
focuses on the Battle of the Somme, or the Third Battle of Ypres, known as
Passchendaele.13 The Somme was a cataclysmic event that devastated the British
Army and brought about legislation for conscripted, rather than volunteer,
soldiers.14 Its enormous casualties and failure to achieve its ambitious strategic
objectives overshadowed all earlier offensives including Neuve Chappelle and
Loos. The Battle of Loos ended on the 13th October 1915, (although its official
end was recorded as 8th October) – only eight months before The Somme. As a
consequence there is a disregard for Loos by fiction writers and even some writers
of military history, as it was displaced by the subsequent devastation of 1916 and
1917, and to some extent, 1918: Arras, Amiens, St Quentin, and the significance
of the Armistice. Loos was neither a recognised defensive action from 1914, a
well-documented Christmas Truce, Gallipoli, Somme or Passchendaele; it became
a forgotten battle. Perhaps if John (Jack) Kipling and the Rt Hon Fergus BowesLyon had not been killed in action during the September Loos action, and if
12

Parfitt, p. 12.
The Battle of the Somme ran from 1st July until 13th November 1916 and Third Ypres from
31st July to 6th November 1917.
14
Conscription was introduced for all single or widowed men, or men without any child dependent
on them, between the ages of 18 and 41 in The Military Service Act, passed on 27 January 1916
and enforced on 2 March 1916.
13
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Robert Graves had not survived to include it in his memoir, Goodbye to All That
(1929), then the first Loos offensive may also have had less representation than it
does. The second ‘push’ on the 13th October 1915 was carried out by a small
British Expeditionary Force and is completely under-represented in fiction. This is
the lacuna I intend to fill with Heroism in the Abstract.
The Forgotten Battle
In considering why contemporary Great War fiction is written primarily about
The Somme and Passchendaele, I needed to find reasons for writing about a
conflict that has not attracted the same literary attention. Later, in the section,
Shaping Heroism: Significant Literary Influences, I examine some commercial
fiction and memoir and explore how my writing relates to existing Great War
fiction. In general, readers who enjoy this type of historical fiction may be
familiar with The Somme and Passchendaele and are reading from an informed
position. Each year there are thousands of visitors to the Somme battlefields and
cemeteries and to Ieper (Ypres), Flanders Fields and the cemeteries there. The
Departement de la Somme, Picardie, France, has the magnificent memorial to the
missing, designed by Edwin Lutyens, at Thiepval where 72,341 names are carved
into Portland stone panels. Belgium has the Menin Gate at Ieper, designed by Sir
Reginald Blomfield, which bears 54,628 names of those who died before the 16th
August 1917, and Tyne Cot in Zonnebeke, where the names of the 34,994 killed
after that date are recorded.15 Tyne Cot was designed by Sir Herbert Baker, as was
the Dud Corner memorial to those missing at Loos where 20,661 names are
engraved on its fifteen Portland stone panels, 446 of which are soldiers of the
Leicestershire Regiment.16 Unlike the popular sites of the Menin Gate, Tyne Cot
and Thiepval, very few people visit Loos and this may be the reason why books
relating to the better-known areas, both factual and fictional, are popular.17
Kitchener’s Army, drawn from volunteers rather than conscripts, is a
familiar focal point in Great War writing, with the regular Army and British
15

Sir Reginald Blomfield also designed the Cross of Sacrifice, seen in most Commonwealth War
Graves Commission cemeteries.
16
Sir Herbert Baker also presented the Marylebone Cricket Club with its Old Father Time weather
vane, a distinguished symbol of the home of cricket at Lord’s.
17
The connotations of the word Loos may also deny its seriousness to the British Public.
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Expeditionary Force, of which the 1/4th Leicesters were a part, being somewhat
overlooked. The famous poster depicting Lord Kitchener pointing and
proclaiming that ‘Your Country Needs You!’ brought thousands of volunteers to
the colours; this was the Field Marshall himself urging the young men of Britain
to answer their country’s call.18 It remains a richly evocative image. The deaths of
thousands of volunteer servicemen often seem to be thought of as more emotive
and tragic than the deaths of professional soldiers, which may be a result of
Kitchener’s actions. In Blighty, British Society in the Era of the Great War (1996)
Gerard J DeGroot says: ‘Possessing little faith in the Territorials, Kitchener
decided instead to start from scratch by building a new army, drawn entirely from
volunteers.’19
After the catastrophic events at Loos, Sir John French fell from favour
whilst faith in Kitchener increased; his performance improving as he rose in
rank.20 I would argue that his popularity and cultural visibility has been carried
forward in Great War literature, thus leaving the campaigns of the British
Expeditionary Force underrepresented.21
The propaganda struggle between the two generals recounted in The Fall
of Field Marshall French, October-December 1915 in Robin Neillands’study, The
Death of Glory – The Western Front 1915 (2006) observes that ‘bickering
between the two generals [Douglas Haig and Sir John French] over the
continuation of the Loos attack on 26 September continued’ and ‘left wide open
the question of who was to blame for the heavy losses at Loos.’ ‘[V]arious
attempts to silence debate on this point now became evident’ he adds.22

18
Field Marshal Horatio Herbert Kitchener predicted a long war and foresaw millions of
casualties. He responded by creating, with the help of the famous recruitment poster, a mass,
volunteer army as the British army was quite small at the onset of the war. This had an adverse
effect on military supplies as those working in the factories volunteered and Kitchener was blamed
for supply problems. Loos was badly affected by this, but the New Armies, or Kitchener’s Armies
as they came to be called, provided the British Expeditionary Force with much needed
reinforcements in 1916.
19
DeGroot, p. 42.
20
See Robin Neillands, The Death of Glory: The Western Front 1915 (London: Murray, 2006), pp.
257-67.
21
Kitchener’s image has become part of the British National imaginary, but it is unlikely that
many people could identify a picture of Sir John French today.
22
Neillands, pp. 260-61.
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Even the duration of the battle was unclear. In his study Neillands states
that ‘the battle of Loos ended officially on 8 October. The fighting along the
Lens-La Bassée line went on until 13 October, but no further advances were
achieved.’23 It is almost a notional reference; as if nothing much really happened.
In Lyn Macdonald’s non-fiction book 1915 - The Death of Innocence
(1993), Part Seven is entitled: Loos: The Dawn of Hope. Towards the end she
writes:
Fresh troops from the Second Army in the north were marching
towards Loos. In a week’s time new attacks would be launched and
the battle would drag on. But little was gained. Much later, and with
hindsight, the Battle Nomenclature Committee decreed officially that
the Battle of Loos ended with the failure of the joint Franco-British
offensive on 8 October.24
In The Great War and Modern Memory (1975), Paul Fussell states that
‘The British mounted a larger attack near Loos on September 15.’25 The attack
was actually on September 25. Fussell continues:
The attack was another failure, which even the Official History later
stigmatized as a ‘useless slaughter of infantry’. The proceedings were
called off eleven days after they had started, but not before 60,000
British casualties had been added to the total.26
Eleven days after the 15th September was the 26th, which is what he may
well have been referring to if he was using the first attack as his benchmark.
However, eleven days after the 25th September would have been 5th or 6th
October, nearer to the 8th noted by Neillands and Macdonald. None of these dates
encompass the 13th October, and perhaps this is the reason the Second Battle of
23
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25
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26
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Loos has failed to be recognised in contemporary Great War fiction. It is almost
as though it never happened.
In F. P. Armitage’s book Leicester 1914-1918, The War-Time Story of a
Midland Town (1933) he mentions the 2nd Leicesters at Loos on the 25th
September 1915 and goes on to say:
But the Germans still held the Redoubt. The task of leading the attack
on this apparently impregnable position fell in part to the 4th Leicester
(Territorial) Battalion with the 5th being held in reserve.
There is a footnote that gives a brief account of the attack and another records the
losses that were suffered in the first ten minutes: 180 officers and 3583 other
ranks (4th Leicesters: 20 officers and 453 other ranks).27 For a book with this title,
it is telling that hardly any testimonial is given to the 1/4th Leicesters at Loos on
the 13th October 1915. As the squabbles between Kitchener, French and Haig
make clear, the battle had become a power struggle amid the upper echelons of
the British Army at the expense of over a quarter of a million men and at the end
of 1915 Sir John French was replaced as commander of the British Expeditionary
Force by Douglas Haig: the year became known as the ‘Year of the Donkeys.’28 I
shall discuss this clichéd phrase further in the section Eluding the Myth, Avoiding
the Cliché.29
Great War memoirs and contemporary fiction overlap in many ways, but
they all have one thing missing: The Second Battle of Loos, 13th October 1915.
The tragic events at Loos have not been addressed in fiction until now.
The Invisible County
The county of Leicestershire is also scarcely represented in literature or film and
has rarely featured in national media. The city of Leicester might be the site of the
National Space Centre, have a King interred in its Cathedral and boast the
27
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university where DNA fingerprinting was discovered, but the county remains
unnoticed. Heroism in the Abstract sets out to pay a literary tribute to the shire
and the men who gave their lives in the Great War, perhaps it should be said, ‘For
King and County’ rather than ‘King and Country’.
Although the Leicester Tigers rugby team is renowned, few will know the
origins of the name, taken from the town’s Regiment and their emblem; that of the
tiger, depicted on the colours of the Regiment and on cap badges.30 The
Leicestershire Regiment was known as ‘The Tigers’ long before the rugby club
adopted the name. I have referred to this appellation a number of times in
Heroism in the Abstract.31
At the beginning of the Great War the men of Leicestershire were slow to
enlist and banners asking them to volunteer were displayed in towns and villages.
It became an embarrassment to the town council when the War Office announced
its intention, due to the lack of local recruits, to send a recruiting party for the
Leicestershire Regiment into Nottinghamshire.32 Ben Beazley’s Four Years
Remembered: Leicester During the Great War (1999) gives the recruitment
figures that were published at the end of March 1915. 33
Comparison of towns by population percentage: recruiting percentage.
Newcastle

18.5%

Nottingham

18.5%

Swansea

10.5%

Wakefield

7.6%

Birmingham

7.1%

Hull

7.1%

Manchester

6.7%

Sheffield

6.7%

Leeds

5.9%

Derby

5.2%

Bradford

5.1%

Oldham

4.0%

Leicester

2.6%

This may seem poor, but further research shows that the number of Leicestershire
men serving by the end of 1914 was 15,156. A more sombre statistic is that
between the beginning of the Great War on the 4th August 1914 and the last day
of December 1914, 451 men, either born, enlisted or residing in Leicestershire and
30

The “Royal Tiger” badge, super scribed Hindoostan, was awarded in recognition of the
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Rutland, had perished.34
Ramsay MacDonald, who was the Independent Labour Party’s Member of
Parliament for Leicester, may have been influential too. He had delivered anti-war
speeches and opposed the conflict with Germany, though he was not a pacifist and
gave his full support once war had been declared. He did believe that the war
would settle nothing and that it would ‘put back the clock of civilisation a century
in four years’.35 I felt this was important for the representation of Leicester in a
novel focusing on the Great War, and Chapter Sixteen is entitled MacDonald.
Here, Emily’s employer, Mr Hoyle, refers to MacDonald as ‘that Lossie Looney’
as he was from Lossiemouth in Scotland and when in his teens was part of a
‘youth set’ whose feat was that of ‘swinging – squirrel like – round a circle of
nineteen trees. It was a test of fitness for the “Lossie loons”. When any of them
had accomplished the feat he passed to a niche amongst heroes.’36 In Chapter
Sixteen Hoyle also reads, from The Times, MacDonald’s statement concerning
putting back the clock of civilisation.37 MacDonald appears again in Chapter
Twenty, Gathering, addressing those assembled in the village hall.38 Whilst he did
attend many such meetings, there is no evidence that he ever attended one in the
village of Syston.
There was a high casualty rate of junior officers at the battle of Loos
owing to them leading from the front. On 2nd March 1915 thirty officers
embarked at Southampton with the 1/4th Leicesters. Only two remained on the
14th October 1915; twenty-eight were either wounded or killed.39 This, together
with the fact that the battle occurred relatively early in the conflict, has meant that
there are also fewer memoirs that include Loos than those dealing with later
34

Karen Ette, How Leicestershire Mourned, How Leicestershire Remembered, from a paper
presented at the University of Portsmouth’s ‘Cultures of Commemoration’ conference, 11 July
2014. Statistics provided by Michael Doyle, author of Their Name Liveth for Evermore: The Great
War Roll of Honour for Leicestershire and Rutland (Billingborough: Michael Doyle, 2009).
35
H. Hessell Tiltman, James Ramsay MacDonald, Labour’s Man of Destiny (London: Waverley,
1929), p. 90.
36
Tiltman, p. 16.
37
See p. 15.
38
See pp. 51-53.
39
Milne, p. 57.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

186

engagements at the Somme, for instance, or Passchendaele. This gap in the
historical record allowed me, as a writer of fiction, greater freedom to create an
account that has a tone of authenticity, as there are few first-hand accounts to risk
contradiction.
Heroism in the Abstract addresses a number of striking gaps in the
historical and literary record. It is written about a forgotten battle, fought by men
from a county that is under-represented in all forms of literature, but especially
Great War fiction and memoir. That it is written about a Private rather than an
officer is not a unique portrayal; the uniqueness comes from the fact that it is
written from the soldier’s diary and that the words used are his own. The same
goes for letters and postcards, reproduced in the course of the narrative. Using
actual historical figures alongside fictitious characters is not unique, but many of
those characters are based on real men who are named on a village memorial and
Portland stone panels in France, which is unusual. The end result is a distinctive
and original blend of fact and fiction, combining significantly new historical
research with a compelling, emotionally involving narrative.
Shaping Heroism: Significant Literary Influences
Fighting angrily with the tears, I asked him: ‘Well, are you satisfied at
last?’
He replied that he hardly knew. He certainly had no wish to die, and
now that he had got what he wanted, a dust-and-ashes feeling had
come. He neither hated the Germans nor loved the Belgians; the only
possible motive for going was ‘heroism in the abstract’, and that
didn’t seem a very logical reason for risking one’s life.40
The creative element of this thesis is taken from a novel entitled Heroism in the
Abstract; heroism being the qualities of a hero: a man of distinguished bravery,

40
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the principal male figure in a history or work of fiction, and abstract: existing only
as a mental concept.41
The title of the novel, Heroism in the Abstract delivers a connotation that
to the characters in the novel, the heroism that they imagined was exactly that, an
ideology that they wanted to aspire to. The definition of heroism alters with the
context and, of course, with the passing of time. Those who were considered
heroes in the past are not necessarily heroes of today, and vice versa. Our idea of
heroism is one that we have inherited from the ancient Greeks, thousands of years
ago. With its emphasis on individual skill and an almost god-like status the
classical model of heroism changed in the Great War where thousands of men
who enlisted to serve their country became casualties on an immense scale; many
now names on Portland stone memorial panels.
Once war had been declared, men were encouraged to enlist in defence of
the women, thus chivalry and protection of those at home who were in danger was
to play a huge part in defining heroic behaviour. The message from the war office
and subsequent propaganda posters was that anyone could be a hero if they wore
the uniform. Perhaps it was the uniform that represented heroism rather than the
men wearing it, therefore all servicemen of the Great War are considered heroes.
In Chapter Twenty-five, Leave, David is taken aback when he attends the
Christmas Eve service in the parish church and is indeed treated as a hero as he is
wearing the uniform.42
The conditions on the battlefields were so horrific that enormous courage
and determination was required just for the men to ‘do their duty’ therefore the
relationship between heroism and duty was also a consideration when
constructing the narrative.
In this section I explore the development of Heroism in the Abstract, and
my approach to the writing, by considering the influence of contemporary fiction.
I discuss how most Great War fiction utilises memoir, suggesting that memoir can
also be fictional as it draws on memory, something that can never be faultless or
totally accurate. Distance can also distort memoir; Private Adcock’s diary was

41
42

Chambers Etymological English Dictionary (Edinburgh: Chambers, 1959).
See p. 87.
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written in England, not France, and looking to canonical writing, Edmund
Blunden’s Undertones of War (1928) was written in Japan – perhaps, to distance
himself to help him to write for an audience that was not embroiled in the Great
War itself in some way.43 Memoir also has a narrative arc and uses metaphor,
further aligning it with fiction. In my own work, each is used to inform the other
in an ethical way. I shall also consider how my writing aligns with existing
literature, whilst remaining something fresh and disparate. Appendix I may be
read in conjunction with this chapter; it gives consideration to some Great War
literature encountered during research for the thesis, but which does not feature
prominently in the discussion in this section.
Roland Leighton used the words above to Vera Brittain to eloquently
justify his enlistment.44 In Chapter Seventeen of my novel, the chapter has the
same title as the novel itself, David and Emily have a similar conversation, but I
chose to make their words less articulate to convey their working-class, village
background.45 Emily tells David: ‘Then I can’t think of a reason for you to enlist,
other than a desire to be some sort of hero.’ David does not, however, see himself
as a hero, but in Chapter Eighteen, Fog, he reads a recruitment poster: ‘A Soldier
of the King, thought David. That sounded important. He’d always wanted to be a
bit important.’46 Later, in Chapter Twenty-nine, Mobilisation, the soldiers speak
of heroes:
‘Yeah,’ George Partridge agreed, ‘but just think how great it will be
when we get back to Leicester as heroes when we’ve beaten the
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Paul Edwards, ‘British War Memoirs’ in The Cambridge Companion to the Literature of the
First World War, Ed. Vincent Sherry, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 18.
44
Although serving with the 7th Worcester Regiment, Roland Leighton’s training began at school
in Uppingham with the Officer Training Corps of the Leicestershire Regiment. The 7th Worcesters
would have been the 7th Battalion of the Worcestershire Regiment as all Regiments have
battalions within them. During the Great War the Leicestershire Regiment had fourteen battalions.
The soldier whose diary I have recounted in the novel, was in the 1st Company of the 4th Battalion
of the Leicestershire Regiment, represented as the 1/4th Leicesters. The battalion was split into
two: the 1st Company and the 2nd Company, 1/4th and 2/4th. These were all volunteers and part
of the British Expeditionary Force, not Kitchener’s Army, and were men from the township of
Leicester. Men from the county were enlisted into the 5th battalion, also split into two companies,
the 1/5th and 2/5th.
45
See p. 25.
46
See p. 29.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

189

Boches and tellin’ all them that ’aven’t joined up what we think of
’em.’47
These few words illustrate how the young men who volunteered early on
in the war still had a sense of adventure and the mental concept that they would be
men of distinguished bravery when they returned home. As we now know, this
was not a realistic conviction, but to these ‘pals’, it was.

47

See p. 115.
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Achieving a sense of realism
Herosim in the Abstract is written in the third-person, past tense realist mode. I
felt that this was most appropriate for a novel set in 1914 and 1915 that tells of the
experiences of two people on two fronts; the Western Front and the Home Front.
Because I wanted the reader to ‘live’ the story through the eyes of David and
Emily, I tried to avoid the use of an omniscient narrator as this can create distance
from the narrative because it is a step further away from the storyline. However,
as I wrote Heroism in the Abstract in the third-person then an omniscient narrator
could add to the account, if I felt that it strengthened a description. This would not
have been possible had I written in the first person.
My writing has the advantage over some other works in that I used Private
Adcock’s diary to drive the narrative, together with personal letters and postcards.
John Milne’s Footprints of the 1/4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment,
August 1914 to November 1918 supported Adcock’s documents. These documents
are not part of an accessible archive and have never before been used in this way.
As the book is fiction based on fact, I was also able to blur the edges; something I
could not have done had I been writing a non-fiction account. I shall discuss
blurring the edges further in the section on ethics.
To a writer, achieving realism is not the same as pointing a camera and
capturing a landscape or an action shot. When using words to create a scene they
have to be crafted so that they leave the reader with the impression that it is real,
or at least, convincing and believable. In writing Heroism in the Abstract, I
searched for the right degree of detail that was going to be significant and
relevant, but not melodramatic. In other words, not all realisms are equally ‘real’.
The effect of realistic representation is the result of much drafting and re-drafting
and from this process I have taken great care to judge what leaves the reader with
an impression of tangible reality.
I have therefore tried to create a balance between something about Great
War experiences that would be familiar to an audience whilst at the same time
showing how heroism is now characteristic not only of the soldiers at the front,
but also of those waiting for their return at home. The persistent reality of war
itself needs to have a circumstantial detail, so accordingly I have provided close-
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ups as to what regular experience for the soldiers at the front, and those at home,
might have been like. As a result, I hope that I have sufficiently distinguished my
fiction from the available stereotypes that have grown up and become acceptable
around these memories.
No historian or writer has previously had access to Private Adcock’s diary,
which gave me a unique position from which to write Heroism in the Abstract.
The choice of protagonist, a private on the front line, not an officer, is an example
of what it allowed me to do. Officers were more advantageously educated than
‘the common man’ and this is one reason why Great War memoirs were usually
written by fairly high-ranking soldiers. The lower-ranking commissioned officers,
Lieutenants and Second Lieutenants, were often well-educated public school boys
and the average time a junior officer in the British Army survived during the
times of high casualties, was just six weeks. These junior officers led their men
‘over the top’ and were therefore the most vulnerable. The lower-ranking officers
were probably given the most bitter pill to swallow, in that they filled vital frontline positions without having significant input where strategic planning and
decision-making were concerned. Brigadier Frank Crozier, who wrote Brass Hat
in No Man’s Land (1930) and The Men I Killed (1938) said that an officer needed
three seconds lead over his men so that he could say ‘come on’ rather than ‘go
on’.48 The junior officer in Heroism in the Abstract is Second-Lieutenant Rob
Harvey. I have introduced him early so that he becomes familiar to the reader who
will realise in turn that his position is a hopeless one. Eleven second-lieutenants
with the 4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment died on the 13th October
1915, including Clive Robert Harvey.
An example of my use of memoir to construct a scene that has real
background to support its authenticity occurs in Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches,
where Lieutenant-Colonel Martin tries to reason with Lieutenant-General Edmund
Allenby regarding the impending attack at Loos:
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“With respect, sir,” Lieutenant-Colonel Martin was inches taller than
Lieutenant-General Allenby, “I believe it to be inadvisable to send
totally untrained officers fresh from England to join battalions in the
front line. It will be disastrous for the battalion and the whole
offensive. How will we be able to move forward without experienced
leadership? You are unnecessarily risking the lives of these men.”
“Good man, Martin.” Allenby slapped him on the back. “You’ve done
splendid work here and your battalion is to be congratulated. I wish
you and those under your command good luck in France.” He had left
the Lieutenant-Colonel with no option.49
The actual exchange is described in Captain John Milne’s Footprints of the 1/4th
Leicestershire Regiment, August 1914 to November 1918:
Lieutenant-Colonel Martin addressed him [Allenby] with much
respect but with no little vehemence on the inadvisability of sending
totally untrained officers from England to battalions in the front line,
quoting instances and drawing inferences; after which the general
congratulated the C.O. on the work of the battalion and wished all the
ranks good luck.50
The meeting would have been frustrating for Lieutenant-Colonel Martin
and I used the encounter to depict the total disregard Lieutenant-General Allenby
had for Martin’s concern and show that the forthcoming attack was without hope.
Milne wrote the account of his time with the 1/4th Leicestershire
Regiment in 1934 and the book was published in 1935. A copy was given to those
who served with the battalion. I have Private David Adcock’s copy (signed by
Lieutenant-Colonel Martin) and used Milne’s account alongside Adcock’s diary
in writing Heroism in the Abstract. Milne’s version of events contributed towards
filling in any discontinuity in Private Adcock’s diary, and assisted with the
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factuality and authenticity of the novel. In his Foreword, Field Marshal Lord
Milne states that the account is written from the point of view of the fighting
man.51 On comparing it with the diary, it is written from the point of view of an
officer. For example, in the chapter entitled ‘October the Thirteenth’ Milne writes:
They know most of the infantryman’s art, these men; one operation
they have never carried out however – “the charge”; but in two
minutes’ time this will also be one of their achievements; then they
will have performed the highest and they will know the worst. 52
Milne is not one of the men, but an officer looking on and this typifies Great War
memoir, written by the educated man. This is a subtle but important distinction
where my work is concerned.
Many soldiers of all ranks wrote poetry during the Great War, and much
of their work has been posthumously published. Amongst my primary source
material is a poem written by Private William Wells of the Leicestershire
Regiment, entitled ‘My Bivouac’. Private Wells’s poem demonstrates that lowerranking soldiers also wrote verse - short lyrics being easier to compose at the
front-line than lengthy prose work. Memoirs, however, tended to be penned by
surviving higher-ranking officers, who were able either to pay for private
publication or who used their social position to secure publication with
commercial publishing houses. These memoirs were unlikely to have been written
at the time, but later drew on documents that were written during the war. Private
Wells’s poem is undated, but as he either enlisted or was conscripted, and he used
the word ‘Somme’ as a replacement for ‘some’ it may have been written around
the same time as his letter, another primary source, which is graphic and horrific
and dated 6th May – 17th June (1917).53 The poem tells that it is springtime and
of living under thin canvas:
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My Bivouac
For my bed an old torn oil sheet,
One blanket to roll around,
Where the chats and ants and beetles,
Find it a happy hunting ground.
It’s spring, no, not the mattress,
It’s the mud on Flanders floor,
And for water we beats the Navy,
We Somme times get washed ashore.
There are holes in the roof with shrapnel,
Also the sides as well,
Sometimes there is peace and quiet,
More often it’s perfect hell.
I loves my dear old bivvy,
For what its inside contains,
There’s photos fixed on the canvas,
Of those I hope to see again.
Private J. Will Wells, Leicestershire Regiment.
Private Wells’s letter states: ‘I shall never forget the night of May 2nd and we was
to go over in the morning.’ This one line gives an undertone of fear and
apprehension without vociferation; something I endeavoured to convey in Chapter
Thirty-two, Tigers – the night before the attack. I know that David Adcock was
not killed in action on that fateful day, but the few lines on a postcard, written by
him to Emily-Jane Wade the day before he was destined to ‘go over’, also
influenced the writing of Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers. His words are optimistic and
David tells Emily he will write again in a day or two.54
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Whilst considering the reasons why research should be undertaken to
establish knowledge of a previously veiled episode related to one cataclysmic day,
through writing a fictional account based on facts, it is instructive to research the
ways in which other battles have been represented in fiction.
The escalation of war literature was at its height in the 1920s. On the 17th
April 1930, W. B. Little wrote to The Times, insisting that war literature should be
about:
Their stout hearts, their gaiety of courage, their pride of race and
battalion, their nobility of spirit. These are the qualities, which were
outstanding in the Great War, and these, therefore, should be the
qualities perpetuated in the literature of the Great War. 55
After the dust had settled on Loos contemporary public accounts tended to
be upbeat and propagandist: some referred to it as ‘a splendid dash’.56 The
Commanding Officer of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment issued a
Congratulatory Order on 14th October 1915, which read:

TO N.C.O.’S AND MEN OF THE 4TH BN. LEICESTERSHIRE
The Commanding Officer wishes to congratulate the Battln.
on the excellent work done by them in the attack of Oct. 13th. Their
assault was carried through with fine spirit and determination in the
face of heavy fire. The C.O. is exceedingly proud to have had the
good fortune to command a battalion who acquitted themselves with
credit when tested so highly.
(sd) R. E. MARTIN, Lt.-Col.
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At 2.31 p.m. on the 13th October 1915 Lieutenant-Colonel Martin wrote in his
pocket book: ‘The attack was splendid. I am hit in knee.’57
These are just two examples of how the offensive was being described and
perceived by those back in England. I shall consider the propaganda and
glorification of the War later; a response I have tried to counter in Heroism in the
Abstract by using research and previously unseen primary texts.58
War Writing I
Her Privates We by Frederic Manning (1939), first published in a limited edition
in 1929 as The Middle Parts of Fortune, was a novel that influenced my own
writing in the early stages of Heroism in the Abstract. It does not appear to be
distractingly concerned with issues of artistic representation, but is carefully
crafted to convey the emotional experience of Private 19022 Bourne, and is
written from the heart of the serving soldier. It remains the coarse and shocking
book that its title implies, and insists that war does not play by the rules of heroic
fiction, being instead a gamble at terrible odds that fully demonstrates the truth of
Evelyn Waugh’s remark as quoted by William Boyd: ‘Fortune is the most
capricious of deities.’59
John Onions suggests that ‘one detail which contributes to the realistic
nature of the book is Manning’s willingness to portray soldiers killing an
enemy’.60
In Chapter Thirty-three of my novel, Hohenzollern, David and his
comrades kill German soldiers who are trying to hold on to their trench:
The 4th Leicesters pressed on and stormed the second-line trench,
bayonets flashing, slapping and crunching into their targets. Tunics
turned from feldgrau to red as blood spattered and stained them.
Grenades were thrown round the dog-legs of the trench until every
German there had been killed.
57
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David leaned against the trench wall and looked back over
the young men who were lying in heaps. Men like him, serving in a
foreign country only to lose their fight. He wondered if they had
sweethearts at home waiting for news from them.61
This section was written without explicit detail, but with blunt accuracy,
and as with Manning’s Bourne, Private Adcock is neither condemned for his
actions nor is he guilt-ridden – he is doing his job. This is an example of how
Manning’s work, and his determination to give a realist depiction, influenced my
own writing.
It becomes apparent that shortly after the Armistice books written about
the Great War were mostly factual accounts, conducted in a ‘proper’ manner with
bad language being unacceptable: British Law in the 1920s and 1930s explicitly
prevented the publication of obscene language.62 It could be said, therefore, that
these works were ‘versions of the truth’. Her Privates We was the book that broke
the mould. Manning’s language is often crude, and although serving soldiers did
undoubtedly use coarse language, I have used it only sparingly in order to give
greater emphasis to a situation and add drama. Charles Carrington, author of A
Subaltern’s War (1929) and Soldier from the Wars Returning (1962) and later a
distinguished literary critic and biographer, said that the hardest thing to bear was
‘the constant use of the ‘F’ word by his fellow soldiers.’63
Novels that told of a then familiar tale of the Great War diminished and
little was published for many years, though Second World War novelists often
recalled accounts of the earlier conflict.64 The BBC’s lavish documentary series,
The Great War (1965), made use of archive footage and interviews with
combatants, including Henry Williamson, which may have helped to reawaken
artistic interest in the conflict, and from that point, a steady stream of fiction,
drama and films have dramatised and reflected upon it.
61
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Susan Hill’s Strange Meeting (1971) contains descriptive observations of
bringing in unremarkable events to create atmosphere, a technique that I found
effective and made use of, for example:
Hillard repeated the phrase to Coulter as he stood outside the dugout
one morning shaving from a tin mug of lukewarm water, looking at
himself in the mirror he had propped up against a sandbag.65
In Chapter Twenty-nine of my novel, Mobilisation, David shaves in cold
water and considers his reflection in a broken mirror.66 Hill’s descriptions of the
everyday details of trench life are comparable to the kind of writing that I have
tried to achieve in my own creative work.
War Writing II
The 1990s began to see an increase in Great War fiction written by women, and
novelists such as Pat Barker, Louisa Young, Anne Perry, and Elizabeth Speller are
now critically acclaimed and commercially successful, suggesting that what was
once a ‘gap in the market’ is now being filled. At the same time, there has been a
growing interest in writing by women during the conflict, shown in works such as
Angela K. Smith’s An Anthology of Women’s Writing of the First World War
(2000).67
Representation of the Great War in fiction also began to change in the
1990s and hitherto unexplored aspects were portrayed, such as shell-shock,
homosexuality, and adultery.68 Some were sincere and seemingly accurate, others
were written to fit a more commercial market and to some degree sensationalised
the war. It is worth noting that authors discussed in this section did not write their
Great War fiction as debut novels; they had already proven themselves as
publishable writers.
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One, very popular, Great War novel that influenced my writing was
Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks (1993) as I was determined not to produce anything
similar. The reviews for Birdsong speak of its eroticism and of it being a story of
love and war. Nigel Watts of Time Out says:
Faulks tells what is essentially a simple story of the nightmare of
Flanders mud, but in the accumulation of detail and its tone of
emotional restraint – neither sensational or sentimental – it is
transformed into something of exquisite pathos.
'only a cynic could dismiss this as facile' he concludes.69 Maybe I am that cynic.
The book does use sensationalism and I considered it somewhat shallow and
clichéd. I have written further on Birdsong in Appendix I. Given that Faulks was a
journalist he writes with a journalistic outlook - ‘never let facts obstruct a good
story’. I was determined to relate facts accurately so that a greater sense of ‘the
real’ is achieved. Birdsong fails to give the characters depth so that a reader will
care about them and jumps haphazardly between past and present. I chose an
accurate chronological timeline to add tension.
Pat Barker’s Regeneration Trilogy influenced my rationale when writing
Heroism in the Abstract. Her use of real, historical figures alongside fictional
characters is done in an accomplished manner making her novels a compelling
read. My original intention for Heroism in the Abstract was only to use real
people, but on recognising the effectiveness of Billy Prior, a character who, like
Bourne in Her Privates We is also a ‘queer dilettante’, I introduced some fictitious
characters who could be used to bring in material that lay outside the historical
record but which was important to the novel’s effect. The ‘normal man’ and the
‘queer dilettante’, are poles apart and from reading of both character traits, I
decided that my main character, David, should be somewhere in the middle. He is
reliable and dependable, considerate but not feeble, he is neither averse to
confrontation nor naturally aggressive. I introduced fictional characters, Swanny
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and Ray, to be the two more extremes; Swanny being the ‘queer dilettante’ and
Ray being the ‘normal man’, although as the writing evolved, Ray became a
stronger character and the more minor, but real, characters of George Oswin,
Harry Hamson and George Partridge became ‘normal men’ too. I was able to give
Ray more dramatic scenes using the ‘normal men’ as one would use supporting
actors in a film script. An example of this is in Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers, when
the battalion entrains at Leicester and Ray gives a mock speech to the men in the
carriage whilst pointing to his trigger finger.70 David is the connection between
these two character types.
Pat Barker’s use of metaphor is highly accomplished. She also reworks
earlier memoirs and in Regeneration, the trauma that has metaphorically closed
Prior’s mouth when a shell explodes and he is left holding an eye, is similar to a
scene in Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War when a Lance Corporal is blown
up and his eye rolls under the duckboards.71 Understanding how adeptly Barker
exploits the symbolic resonance on this incident encouraged me to use similar
techniques. For example, in Chapter Thirty-two of my novel, Tigers, David walks
past a group of soldiers ‘chatting’:
….on the way passing a group of men who were chatting around a
brazier. David thought how futile their efforts to prise lice from their
clothing and pop them over a flame was.72
I used this metaphor to indicate the pointlessness of the war.
By drawing on memoir, using characters based on real people to establish
a feeling of realism, and using metaphor as a perceptive bridge between the two,
Pat Barker creates a narrative, not written in a flamboyant style, that draws the
reader into a believable world; an outcome that I, too, have worked hard to
achieve. For example, the book that gave me an insight from which to write
Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern is Thomas James Higgins’s Tommy at
Gommecourt (2005). Higgins’s memoir gives graphic descriptions of scenes on
70
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the battlefield and the agonies he had to endure. 73 I shall consider further the
absence of emotion within Tommy at Gommecourt and other published diaries
later, in the section of this thesis that considers the influence of primary source
material.74
Looking to more recent fiction, I have endeavoured to find what elements
are fresh, which aspects of the war tend to be emphasised, and what stylistic and
other factors make them commercially and/or artistically successful.
Readers and Audiences
The people of Leicestershire were deeply affected by the 13th October attack on
the Hohenzollern Redoubt. As F. P. Armitage states in Leicester 1914-1918, The
War-Time Story of a Midland Town (1933): ‘During the passage of the year 1915,
the atmosphere of Leicester had changed.’ He goes on to say, ‘the hospital
grounds were full of blue-clad men, sallow and thoughtful, and many women
were dressed in black.’75 I gave the losses earlier in the section entitled Leicester,
the Battle of Loos and the Literary Lacuna and as this is something that has not
been widely acknowledged, I wanted to tell, as accurately as possible, what
happened to the men of the Leicestershire Regiment, and not conform to a
coalescence of contemporary Great War fiction that is purposely imprecise.76 With
Heroism in the Abstract I have tried to ensure dates, places and events are
recorded accurately. This led to me to recognising that many Great War novels
tend to gloss over details and contain inaccuracies, though this may be for valid
reasons. Too many details, particularly of a specialist kind, can bog down a
reader, which can be distracting; too few can lead to dissatisfaction in those who
are looking for an accurate representation of such an historic event. In writing
Heroism in the Abstract I have become acutely aware of the differing needs of
differing audiences, from military historians to more general enthusiasts of
historical fiction. The historians I have spoken with tend to enjoy reading factual
accounts and memoirs. Military historian Martin Pegler read one or two chapters
73
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of Heroism in the Abstract when I asked him if I had portrayed the role of the
sniper correctly. Although he read my work, he commented on the accuracy of the
military and historical detail rather than the style of the writing. Pegler recently
published his book: Soldiers’ Songs and Slang of the Great War (2014) and this,
along with The Long Trail by John Brophy and Eric Partridge (1969), was a great
source for dialogue during the scenes in the trenches, for example, when soldiers
were ‘chatting’ they were getting rid of lice. A chatt is a louse and the soldiers’
habit of sitting around in groups to catch and kill them was chatting.77 As I
mentioned earlier, I used this analogy in Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers when David
thinks the gesture a futile one, but does not know that what they are about to face
is equally futile.78
From Pegler’s book I found, and used, also in Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers,
the superstition of it being unlucky to be the ‘third man’ to light a third cigarette
from the same match.79 Pegler states that:
The average sniper required about three seconds to locate a target, aim
and fire, and that was about the time it took to light three cigarettes. If
that seems far-fetched, it must be remembered that a flaring match was
clearly visible in the dark from a mile away – and most trenches were on
average only 200 yards apart.’80
Another historian I have spoken with, and who does enjoy Great War
fiction, but who has not read my work, refused to read Pat Barker’s The Eye in the
Door because of the graphic scenes of homosexuality. This demonstrates how
selective readers can be when accepting the reality, and myths of the Great War. I
shall discuss myths and clichés later.81
On the 13th June 2006 Joanna Scutts published an article in Literature
Compass entitled ‘Contemporary Approaches to the Literature of the First World
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War: A Critical Survey’.82 In it she discusses the publications of the 1920s and
1930s, moving on to women’s writing of the Great War. This, she believes is ‘a
concern of contemporary critics’ and states that:
Helen Zenna Smith’s Not So Quiet: Stepdaughters of War [1930] and
Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone [1929] remain out of print or
difficult for the general reader to obtain. Their obscurity stands in
obvious contrast to the ready availability and the quotable familiarity
of the canonical male poets and novelists, many of whose work finds
its way onto school and university curricula in Britain and the US.
Her suggestion that the books are difficult to obtain is now out-dated as internet
book searching and purchasing has improved greatly since she wrote this in 2006
and both books can easily be found. However, I believe she is correctly arguing
that serious critical attention to women’s war writing and the literature of the
Home Front has been a relatively recent phenomenon. There has been a definite
shift in authorship of Great War fiction, with the most notable, recent publications
being written by women and as a female writer of that genre, this is an
encouraging trend.83
The 1990s were characterised, Scutts argues, by a growing interest in
family history and genealogy, a ‘memory boom’ prompted by the increasing
availability of census and other records through digitisation. One consequence of
this has been, she maintains, that ‘all British responses to the war (both historical
and creative) now take pains to establish the writer’s own genealogical connection
to the trenches’ and quotes from The Pity of War by Niall Ferguson whose
introduction details his grandfather’s, and therefore his, connection to the war.84
She portrays this as unsatisfactory, which is where it is apparent that American
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opinion is disparate from a British perspective and a British readership embraces
history and heritage differently. I would disagree with Scutts’s argument; fiction
writers such as Pat Barker and Susan Hill, for example, have a family connection
that inspired them to write their novels.85 The Great War affected everyone at the
time in Great Britain and almost everyone has a family connection. Family
documents, postcards and letters were the stimulus for me to write Heroism in the
Abstract, not as a means of establishing any family connection, but to fill a lacuna
in Great War fiction and foreground the Leicestershire Regiment and county.
These documents, used alongside meticulous research, enabled me to write a more
accurate account than I would have been able to without them.
When reading more recent, contemporary fiction, I have considered what
makes these novels appealing; what I, as a writer, do not want to imitate and the
relationship my writing might have with modern Great War fiction whilst being
different from those already published. It is apparent that the reader often wants
an emotionally-fulfilling love story, be it heterosexual or homosexual, one which
needs to be believable and of the time: behind closed doors and not a public
display of passion. With Emily-Jane and David, this element is fulfilled.
Scenes of battles are violent, gory and graphic, refusing to deny the
horrors of the conflict. This reflects the memoirs written by the earlier authors,
who were resolute in revealing the realities of the battlefield rather than take
refuge behind the platitudes of the ‘splendid dash’. Some novels use violence for
sensationalism, but I have been determined to avoid this, attempting instead to
make my details revealing and authentic. Modern audiences are far less likely to
see war as heroic in itself, and tend to be more concerned with the effects of
conflict rather than the details of it.
The writing itself is the key to a commercially successful novel as can be
seen from a comparison between Sebastian Faulks and Sebastian Barry. Barry’s
down-to-earth, clipped prose allows the reader to hear William speaking, for
example when Christy Moran says:
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'Try and stay alive then, Willie.'
And Willie replies:
'I will, I will, sir.' 86
Barry uses authentic dialect to make the characters more animated. Faulks’s
writing is more pompous and flowery: ‘He [Stephen] saw their faces wrapped in
woollen comforters, their caps sticking out beneath their helmets, and they looked
like creatures from some other life.’87 Therefore, Barry’s characters tend to be less
wooden than Faulks’s are; this is where dialect plays a part. I shall discuss the use
of dialect later in this thesis.88
A book, which did influence my writing in some parts, is The Damned
United by David Peace (2006). His almost poetic prose created a world where
there was hatred and a passion to succeed in the face of adversity. Repeated lines
throughout the book, where short, descriptive sentences grow in an almost
childlike way, add another dimension to the narrative.
Under the stand. Through the Doors. Round the corner. I’m walking
down the corridor towards Syd Owen. He walks past me without a
word. Without a look. Then he says behind my back. Under his breath.
Behind his hand. Through gritted teeth.89
Having understood how well this style of writing works I used it in a similar way
in the novel. For example, in Chapter Thirty-four, Fallout, David arrives at the
cellar, which is being used as a Casualty Clearing Station. I have used short,
descriptive sentences to convey discomfort:
It was cold; it was noisy; it was crowded and it stank of stale sweat
and blood.
“Anywhere must be better than this godforsaken ginnel!” David
thought.
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He was wrong.
And again in Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern, just before the promised
bombardment lifted:
David looked up; the once blue sky had been smothered. It was
grey, bloated and French.
Because the characters in Heroism in the Abstract are mostly
based on real people, writing of their hopeless situation was emotional at
times. When I described Lieutenant-Colonel Martin comforting Rob
Harvey I did cry as I wrote it, knowing that Second-Lieutenant Harvey
was a Leicester lad who lost his life on that horrendous day and a
character I had an emotional attachment to.
An author who has influenced my technique is Rod Duncan.90 I first met
Duncan during a seminar, at Loughborough University, and from there I went on
to attend his novel-writing course with Writing East Midlands in the summer of
2013. During November 2014, Duncan organised three seminars that I attended,
which were sponsored by the European Regional Development Fund entitled: The
Changing Face of Publishing. Marc Gascoigne, Managing Director of Angry
Robot Books and Ed Wilson, Literary Agent with Johnson and Alcock talked
about trends in publishing and their implications for writers. After listening to
them, and speaking with them informally afterwards, it became apparent that
commercially, some publishers appreciate the safety of novels similar to already
established best sellers; others, however, seek new, original ideas and both
schools of thought need to be considered when writing a ‘new’ Great War novel.
I have therefore written Heroism in the Abstract in harmony with contemporary
Great War fiction whilst presenting new areas for a reader of Great War fiction to
experience.
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Primary Sources, Secondary Research and Physical Fieldwork
Great War literature has evolved greatly since the Armistice and highlighted a
need for accuracy in new works, both factual and fictional, especially now that
previously inaccessible records are more readily available. By using such rare
primary sources to lay a solid foundation for a novel based on facts and real
people, I was able to write Heroism in the Abstract with accuracy and authenticity
to fill a lacuna in Great War fiction, which is the purpose of this doctoral thesis.
Having considered the influence of contemporary Great War fiction and
consulted selected factual writing to explore why the 13th October 1915 was such
an under-represented event, my research then focused on the soldier’s diary,
letters and postcards to and from him, which tell of David Adcock’s progression
from a working-class, Leicestershire lad to a ‘Fighting Tiger’. They also provided
first-hand details of the disastrous attack, his own injury and experience of it. This
section examines these primary sources and details what their influence was on
the writing of Heroism in the Abstract.
The Diary
Private David Adcock’s diary is the primary source that is the foundation for the
novel Heroism in the Abstract. It consists of twelve sides of notepaper, beginning
on the 12th November 1914 and ending around April 1916. This unpublished
source proved doubly valuable as it gives important authenticating detail of the
events of the 13th October 1915, as well as demonstrating the language of a
typical Leicestershire Regiment soldier. The paper it is written on is now
yellowing and worn through at the folds, but the words, still mostly legible, are in
black ink rather than the standard-issue blue pencil. The heading on the first four
pages is: ‘Ripon Diocesan Board for the Welfare of the Troops. Church of
England Soldiers’ Institute.’ The next eight pages are written on similar paper, but
with a different heading: ‘United Navy and Army Board of the Four
Denominations: The Baptist, Congregational, Primitive Methodist and United
Methodist Churches.’ The last line of the diary reads: ‘After being at Notts a little
over 2 months the Batt. left for further training at Scotton Camp, Nr. Richmond,
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Yorkshire, commonly known as No Mans Land.’ This was around six months
after the attack where he had lost so many of his friends. Relatives had said that
David Adcock, like many returning soldiers, never talked about the war and as the
writing paper is headed Ripon Diocesan Board for the Welfare of the Troops, and
he is based twenty miles away from Ripon at Scotton Camp, Catterick in
March/April 1916, I began to wonder if, because of his traumatic injuries and the
atrocities he had experienced, he had been encouraged to write down his
experience to combat what is now referred to as PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder), known then as Shell Shock, conforming to Freud’s belief that the best
treatment for war neurosis was by the cathartic method of psychoanalysis.
To possibly look further into the mind of David I took the diary to a
trauma counsellor, Jan Bagley and asked her to look beyond the flat, emotionless
writing and discuss with me what the soldier’s emotional state might have been
more from what is not written on those twelve pages.91 However, she did not think
the diary had been written as therapy as it is too precise. She explained that when
someone experiences trauma, the brain is unable to process the event so that it
becomes trapped in the amygdala and unable to move into the cerebral cortex and
become a memory. She also perceived that David experienced more distress from
being left alone, probably for dead, in the cellar than he had during the battle.
From this I realised that I needed to write a chapter that dealt entirely with David
finding himself alone in the cellar. If this was the event that would have caused
him the most trauma, then it needed to be written about at length.92 There is
nothing in the diary other than that he woke up alone and everyone else had left.
The diary then jumps to the next day when he was taken to Lille, which indicates
that being abandoned was the traumatic event that had not gone into David’s
memory. This led me to a paper written by J. Douglas Bremner, MD, in the
journal Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience where he explains how PTSD is
characterised by certain symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares, and startle
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responses.93 David did not suffer traumatic neurosis, but his demons remained
hidden, only revealing themselves as flashbacks and recurring nightmares in The
Epilogue.
Initially I had ended David’s experience with Chapter Thirty-four, Fall
Out, where he is left and everyone walks away, but as the real trauma was that of
abandonment, a further chapter was needed to portray this. I also wanted to keep
the reader guessing as to whether David Adcock survived so that they could
empathise with Emily’s agony in not knowing. This is resolved in The Epilogue.
I used the diary to draw up a chronological list of events from when the
soldier enlisted through to his experience of the battle and the aftermath. I was
also able to map out a route taken by the battalion, to which I shall refer later in
the section Crafting a narrative through the use of first-hand accounts.94 I
mentioned Rod Duncan being a great influence earlier in the section Readers and
Audiences.95 He taught the importance of the eight-point story arc in relation to
the plot of a novel. Every classic plot passes through eight stages and those eight
stages/points are: statis, trigger, the quest, surprise, critical choice, climax,
reversal (or twist) and resolution. The plot of Heroism in the Abstract goes
through these eight points with The Epilogue being the resolution. The diary also
has these stages if read independently, therefore to blend the facts with composed
narrative brought the story through these important points with a secure
foundation.
The diary is written without emotion and that is something that challenged
me when writing the novel. The reader of Heroism in the Abstract will have seen
David grow up, through his childhood and youth, and felt empathy with him. To
create a believable character I needed to move away from the notion that serving
soldiers could be emotionless and give him some warmth to make him more
believable. I read other diaries from the Great War, both published and
unpublished, and they are all predominantly emotionless. As I mentioned earlier,
one of the most recently published diaries, Tommy at Gommecourt (2005) is that
93
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of Thomas Higgins, a Lance Corporal with the 1/5 North Staffordshire Regiment
who was still training at Grantham on 13th October 1915.96 Later his battalion was
involved in the first day of the Battle of the Somme and his diary for 1st July 1916
reads: ‘Over we went with the best of luck. The man next to me named Chorlton
fell back with a bullet in his head. I was more lucky.’ Then a little further on he
says: ‘The line did not last for long. Men were falling like skittles bowled over.’97
The diary continues to be matter-of-fact until the end when on the 30th December
1918 he wrote: ‘I was pleased to get home once more to see my wife and
youngster after three long years. Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like
home.’98 This flicker of emotion comes after he is back with his family.
As I argued in a paper entitled Extraordinary Friendship in Periods of
Existential Antagonism, probably the most emotionless published diary is Ernst
Jünger’s In Stahlgewittern or Storm of Steel.99 Published in 1920 and translated
into English in 1929 it became a best seller in Britain and the United States of
America.
Ernst Jünger is one of the most controversial authors of twentieth century
literature, often not regarded as a noteworthy author because of a belief that he
was preparing the way for Nazism. Storm of Steel lacks feeling, but Jünger does
not appear to show any hatred for his enemies either, merely seeing them as
something to be coldly destroyed, as one would vermin. His cold, closing words
of the chapter entitled The Beginning of the Battle of the Somme are:
Anyone seeing the men round this jolly table would have to tell
themselves that positions entrusted to them would only be lost when
the last defender had fallen. And that indeed proved to be the case.100
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In Judith Lewis Herman’s book Trauma and Recovery (1997) she states:
‘in the view of traditionalists, a normal soldier should glory in war and betray no
sign of emotion.’101 Similarly, in the chapter entitled ‘Male Hysteria’ in The
Female Malady, Women, Madness and English Culture, 1830-1980 Elaine
Showalter writes: ‘Indeed, emotional repression was an essential aspect of the
British masculine ideal.’102
I wanted the characters in Heroism in the Abstract to be authentic and
sincere, not emotionless. However, I felt that they should lack some degree of
emotion and self-expression so as to conform to Herman’s perceived traditionalist
viewpoint, if this made them seem more authentic. This was a consideration I
needed to follow closely whilst writing a novel based on real people.
There are some events that evidence the character of Private Adcock, for
instance his pride at being complimented by Sir Horace Smith Dorrien for the
battalion’s smart appearance, and his pleasure in receiving the first pay of ten
francs and ‘altogether having a decent time here.’ (Steenwerck.) He follows this
with the unsentimental remark: “our first casualty was Pte. Preston, who was
killed. I was on a fatigue party in some houses at the back of the line.” Regardless
of whether it was written as therapy and lacking in emotion, it is unique and
afforded me the knowledge and insight to write convincingly and with accuracy.
The conditions of both the Home Front and Western Front are impossible
to experience and I needed to make decisions on how these could be represented
accurately in a novel. In the diary the condition of the roads is mentioned: ‘Was
received by Sir Horace Smith Dorrien (General) and was complimented on the
smart way in which the men marched as the roads were so awfully bad.’103 The
Battalion marched on bad roads throughout the period described in the diary.
Private Adcock also speaks of sleeping in barns: ‘The barn we first
billeted at here was named Corund, the farm being occupied by pro. Germans.’104
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And bivouacks: ‘We left Dranoutre for Ouderdom. We bivouacked here for a
fortnight and then took over a line of trenches in front of Sanctuary Wood.’105
The diary tells of having rest days in huts, then later in railway dug-outs:
‘In between the 18 days [in the trenches] we had six in the reserve railway dugouts going up the firing line to work at night. We lost heavily in casualties while
holding this part of the line.’106
‘In the meantime we lost an advanced trench named E1 Left but captured
it back the same night losing a few men.’107
I used these sentences at the beginning of Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches
where the men are struggling to repair trenches that are being shelled, or
‘sausaged’ and suggest that there were many casualties.
These words are corroborated by Milne’s account. In Chapter VII, E1
Left” he states: ‘Men should only be in this trench 24 hours and then relieved.
Ground all round is unsanitary.’ ‘It consisted of an isolated sandbag barricade
near the Spanbroekmolen. It was built on dead bodies of both French and British,’
he adds.108 I visited Spanbroekmolen and it is an enormous water-filled crater on
the same scale as the Lochnegar Crater at La Boiselle on the Somme.
Milne also refers to the railway dugouts getting shelled and ‘the Boches
put one large shell into the pond, much to the disgust of the local anglers.’109
I used this incident in Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, when the Leicesters
leave their night-work repairing trenches to return to the dug-outs and find that the
pond had been shelled and all the fish killed.110
The conditions that the soldiers endured were, at times, much worse than
those I have conveyed in the narrative. Private Adcock’s diary does not dwell on
the conditions and is mostly matter-of-fact and quite Panglossian. It was Milne,
the Officer, who said more about the conditions being ‘unsanitary’ and that the
men were in there for too long. I needed to write responsibly, whilst keeping a
balance in order that the book is realistic without sensationalism. I chose to write
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from the diary as it is this soldier’s experience that I am conveying, not the
officer’s; the principal decision to write about a private rather than an officer,
remains a most important aspect of the novel.
In Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern, David and Ray stumble past
Lieutenant-Colonel Martin who is reading the Bible to Rob Harvey. This moving
scene is recorded in two differing ways - in the diary and Milne’s book. Private
Adcock obviously thought that Rob Harvey had been killed instantly and wrote:
‘The above officer was killed before we got many yards. His name was Lte.
Harvey. I saw him roll into our old firing trench.’111 Milne also writes of the
Lieutenant-Colonel directing operations from the floor of the trench and his
version states: ‘He reads the Bible to [Robert] Clive Harvey, one of the youngest
subalterns, who is mortally wounded, and comforts him as he dies.’112 I have
written the chapter to include both accounts.113
I was also able to find Adcock’s service record from the National
Archives. Most of these were lost when Kew was bombed in the Blitz so to find
this particular one was extremely fortunate.114 From the service record I
ascertained that Private Adcock returned to France at the end of the war, but was
not discharged until 1919. He was denied a pension, as his injury was not
considered serious enough. I decided not to use the later research so that the
reader was left not knowing if Private Adcock has survived the decimation of
the13th October until The Epilogue.
Letters and Postcards
Merging information from public documents, such as the service record and
newspaper reports, with those from private collections, especially letters and
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photographs, gives the novel the authenticity and veracity of the official reports
alongside fresh material that is not available in the public domain.
The letters and postcards sent to and by David Adcock helped to shape
Chapter Thirty, Letters, as well as when trying to gain an insight into post-office
work, and other parts of the narrative where a letter is sent or received. This was
especially true of the postcard that David sent in Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers,
when he was due to go ‘over the top’ the next day. The reader does not know
what the postcard says until Emily receives it in Chapter Thirty-five, Corollary.115
Another important postcard was when the battalion was mobilised in Chapter
Twenty-nine, Mobilisation, and there was a rush to post messages home. In an
account of the 1/5th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment (the county
Regiment) by Major J. D. Hills, there is a paragraph that reads:
There was a pillar box beside the road. It was only the leading
companies that could put the farewell card actually in the box, for it was
quickly crowded out, and in the end the upper portion of the red pillar
was visible standing on a conical pile of postcards.116
This was when the battalion left Luton and would probably have been a
regular occurrence, so I decided I wanted to use the analogy when the men of the
1/4th Battalion are about to leave Luton. In the same chapter, Emily has the task
of delivering the sack-full of postcards and the narrative reads:
Emily had left the deliveries for Brookside until last and it was early
afternoon by the time she had delivered all the postcards from serving
soldiers to the villagers. She had put the ones to her and to Mary into
her apron pocket for safe keeping and was grateful that theirs were dry
and legible; some were damp and the writing distorted as if they had
been left out in the open all night.117
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Letters and postcards sent to and from Private Adcock were valuable
primary sources. My difficulty was how to make the reader aware of what David
was doing in France and Flanders when it was actually a time of tedium and
monotony for the battalion. The days of marching from one area to another was of
little interest so letters to Emily allowed me to get David to where he needed to be
whilst slipping in some facts intended to perturb the reader, for example, when in
Chapter Thirty, Letters, David tells Emily that he is in France and has learnt some
French, the happy letter is followed by: ‘The Battle at Neuve Chapelle had begun’
which throws a dark undertone into the narrative.118
The letters in Chapter Thirty were composed using the diary, which
detailed the battalion’s movements. I also used Adcock’s notes and postcards,
along with letters to the Vicar, which were printed in Parish Magazines, to tell of
other people’s situations. When David left England and travelled to Belgium and
France his letters would have been censored and to show this without losing the
facts of the story, I used strike-though wording so that they represent something
that has had cuts made to it, for example:
I am sorry to have to tell you that we have had our first casualty,
Pte. Preston was killed. I was on a fatigue party in some houses at the
back of the line. The day we went in these trenches being Palm
Sunday, March 27th.119
I have also kept the exact wording from the diary in the letters to highlight
the Anglicised idiom: ‘Our 6 days rest were in huts in a wood just behind Dicks
Bush, about 8 miles behind the firing line.’120 Dicks Bush is, in fact, Dickebusch.
I have used letters and postcards in the narrative to move the story along
and show censorship in a number of chapters. Similarly, My Dear I wanted to Tell
You by Louisa Young, Life Class by Pat Barker and A Dance for the Moon by
Richard Burns all use letters to convey feelings, and in Young’s case, show
118
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censorship, to and from the characters and this, I believe, works well. In Young’s
book a censored letter has words completely covered by a black block. She writes:
‘the black marks of the censor looked like mourning stripes for words that cannot
be spoken, that may not live.’121 These are very powerful words, which give
further meaning to the censorship. In contrast, I decided to represent censorship
by striking the words though as I wanted the reader to be more informed and to
know what David had written, whilst also trying to get the reader’s experience to
mirror Emily’s, especially as I used the letters to show how the Leicestershires
moved through Belgium and France, in a succinct manner.
The letters and postcards helped me with the decision-making process of
how to represent people, both on the Western Front and the Home Front, who are
in the depths of something terrible. It was not just how they did behave, but how
they were perceived to have behaved.
This comes back to the stereotypical idea of a normal soldier glorying in
war. David’s letters are fairly cheerful, even though he has to sleep in cold,
draughty barns. Emily’s are reserved, giving news of others rather than herself.
Mary’s short communiqué however, is the most emotional of them all, telling her
son how much she misses him and cannot wait to see him again. She says she is
waiting patiently, as did all those at home awaiting news from The Front.122
Parish Magazines
I was allowed to borrow the only existing copies of The Parish Magazines of St
Peter and St Paul, Syston, 1911 to 1920, and articles such as those about The
Feast, reports of those enlisting and whose turn it was to prepare the altar vases,
events such as weddings and baptisms, and ‘extracts from our own soldiers’
letters’ printed therein enabled me to weave a narrative from the perspective of
the Home Front as well as the experiences of the soldiers who were writing home.
There were letters from serving soldiers, which I have used, especially the
one from Guardsman Percy Pollard as it relates so much in so few lines.123 I used
Guardsman Pollard’s letter to represent someone who was illiterate – his mother,
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Mrs Emma Pollard, who asks Emily to read the letter for her. It tells of a Ghurka
soldier who had rescued a Leicester soldier and said he should be awarded the
Victoria Cross. The Gurkha soldier would probably have been Kulbir Thapa who
rescued Bill Keightley, a soldier of the 2nd Battalion Leicestershire Regiment
who had been badly wounded, and he was indeed awarded a V.C.124 Guardsman
Pollard also mentions hearing German guns rather than Christmas carols on
Christmas Eve, and this dispels the myth that there was a truce along the entire
Western Front. When writing this scene I decided to look up where the Pollard
family lived and a serendipitous occurrence happened. From the 1901 census I
found out that they had lived in Paddock Row, a row of terraced houses, next door
to Mary Adcock and her children after she had been widowed. On the other side
lived the Partridges, including George, who died at Loos on 13th October 1915. I
also used Guardsman Percy Pollard’s letter in the aforementioned paper I
presented at Queen Mary, University of London.125
To be allowed to borrow the only extant copies of these Parish Magazines
afforded me such valuable insight into not only the war, but also how the villagers
were conducting their lives during this time and to contrast the experiences of the
serving soldiers with those living in the village. The letters and notices in Chapter
Thirty-six, Corollary, that tell of the deaths of George Oswin, George Partridge
and Harry Hamson are all taken from the Syston Parish Magazines.126
Photographs
Another primary resource was that of original photographs. When Emily receives
her letters containing photographs in Chapter Twenty-eight, Inspection and
Chapter Thirty, Letters, I used original photographs from my own collection to
describe those that Emily received from David, including one that showed a small
white dog, with a black patch around its eye, sitting with David and his Section.
Another photographic source is Ben Beazley’s book: Four Years Remembered:
Leicester During the Great War.127 He includes some wonderful photographs that I
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used to describe scenes in Chapter Twenty-one, Enlist, Chapter Twenty-two,
Barracks, Chapter Twenty-four, Training, which also had a white dog in the
photograph, and the scene at the Midland Station, Leicester in Chapter Twentyseven, Colours.128
I was able to describe Lieutenant-Colonel Martin from his photograph in
Chapter VIII of John Milne’s Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment:
August 1914 – November 1918.129
Original photographs have been both inspirational and informative. The
representations of those received by Emily are authentic and enabled me to
describe the soldiers in front of the outdoor showers in Chapter Thirty, Letters,
and another when fifteen Leicester lads posed for the camera in Chapter Twentyeight, Inspection.130 I also used an original photograph to describe the canteen in
Chapter Twenty-two, Barracks, where a six-foot, ‘God Save the King’ banner
hung above a piano.131 The original photographs were in the form of postcards.
Picture postcards were available long before the outbreak of the First World War
and they were bought for sending messages to relatives and friends – birthday
cards took the form of postcards and often they were sent to arrange visits. They
were perfect for sending communiqués to loved ones, which helped to boost
morale both on the Western Front and the Home Front and were often sentimental
and emotive. I have a large collection of such postcards and was able to write
authentically by using them as a visual source.
The ‘Real Photographic Post Cards’ that Emily received were also massproduced during the War, and more personalised ones were offered by local
photographic studios and roving photographers. The photographs were printed
from a negative directly onto a card, the back of which had a postcard appearance.
Each one was hand printed, usually in small quantities. Group photographs, such
as the ones Emily received, would result in more being printed, thus earning the
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photographer a greater income than from the portrait shots.132
There are many photographs reproduced in books, such as Milne’s
Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment, August 1914 to November 1918,
where there is a photograph of the Officers, including 2nd Lieutenant R. C.
Harvey who is sitting on the ground with a dog.133 Paul Wombell’s book,
Evidence of War’s Reality, Battle Passchendaele 1917 (1981) contains many
photographs and an Australian official photographer took one that I wrote from. It
shows dead horses lying by the roadside as troops march past.134 This helped me
to write Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers, where Swanny falls onto a dead and decaying
horse.135 Another from the same photographer shows the wounded on 29th
September 1917 lying on stretchers with discarded helmets and tools all around.
This gave authenticity to the writing of Chapters Thirty-three, Hohenzollern and
Thirty-four, Fallout, when wounded soldiers are waiting to be taken for treatment
and where the dead are lined up for burial.136
Private David Adcock’s diary, his letters and postcards, Parish Magazines
and photographs, both originals and published, have been the primary sources that
I have combined with public documents to create a fact-based narrative and in the
next section I discuss my research using first-hand accounts and witnessed
contributions, including newspapers and oral history and how the fieldwork was
vital to the creation of Heroism in the Abstract.
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Crafting a narrative through the use of first-hand accounts
In this section I shall discuss how the following elements of the research I have
undertaken to write Heroism in the Abstract were done in a number of different
ways to authenticate the writing of fiction with accuracy, thus turning realism into
an ethical book. Personal experience has helped me to write with authority and
add verisimilitude to the narrative. The use of other first-hand accounts, both
written and oral, has created a foundation on which I was able to build.
How the fieldwork contributed to the fiction.
To write convincingly about places that were so fundamental to Heroism in the
Abstract I wanted to experience the relevant locations and follow the footsteps of
the 1/4th Leicesters as they moved through France and Belgium and especially to
the Hohenzollern Redoubt. I consulted the diary, which is very precise, and I was
able to use it to plan a route to follow.
Before undertaking the journey to France and Flanders, my determination
to tell the story with meticulously researched accuracy also led me to visit some
of the more local places in the narrative to get a feel of the countryside and
distance between towns and villages. For example, in Chapter Seventeen of the
novel, Heroism in the Abstract, David cycles from Syston to Bushby through the
villages of Barkby, Scraptoft and Thurnby and in Chapter Twenty-seven, Colours,
Emily has to get from Syston to the Midland Station in Leicester.137 Having taken
the same journeys I was able to write from their viewpoint more convincingly. I
then went to where the Barracks and Magazine Square would have been. The
Magazine building, which used to be the Headquarters of the 4th Battalion of the
Leicestershire Regiment, is all that is now left. DeMontfort University occupies
the ground where the Barracks would have been and I found it quite emotional to
stand next to the Magazine and try to imagine the Barracks, and the soldiers who
were billeted there.
I used a Special Edition map from 1902-1911, which clearly shows
Magazine Square, the Drill Hall and the Barracks, to get a sense of place when
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writing Chapter Twenty-one, Enlist and Twenty-two, Barracks.138 The opening
lines of Chapter Twenty-two are:
“Watch out!”
David recovered his footing and glanced round to see who was calling
out to him.
“You nearly went a cropper there, mate.”
“Slipped on the ice.”
David looked towards the young man [Ray] who was just leaving the
urinal where ice had formed on the surrounding cobbles.139
From the 1902-1911 map I could identify the urinal close by the Barracks
and thought this a good opening, not only to the chapter, but to a friendship that
would see one recruit saving the life of the other in Chapter Thirty-three,
Hohenzollern:
A rifle was firing over his head; a protective arc of sniping. He
slithered down the trench wall and collapsed onto the floor. The noise
from the shells and relentless machine-gun fire pounded his eardrums
and his head began to swim.
“It’s OK mate, I’ve got you.” Through the clamour he heard Ray’s
familiar voice.140
The route through Leicester taken by the battalion in August 1914 when
the troops first mobilised is described in Chapter I of Milne’s Footprints of the
1/4th Leicestershire Regiment, August 1914 – November 1918: ‘..the battalion
marches down Newarke Street [ ] At the bottom of Belvoir Street it [the crowd] is
very thick and right up Granby Street to the Midland Station people swarm round
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the troops.’141 I used the same route when David and the next group of recruits
leave the Leicester barracks for Luton on the 16th January 1915. This route is still
possible to walk and is shown in Appendix II.
When writing Chapter Thirty, Letters, I used the Battalion War Diary from
1st to 3rd March 1915 for details of the regiment embarking, then disembarking
due to bad weather and then finally leaving Southampton on the Queen
Empress.142
After arriving at Le Havre, Adcock’s diary lists all the places the battalion
marched to and as referred to earlier, I used letters to tell of this journey.143 In
Chapter Twenty-eight, Inspection, Emily receives a letter telling of all the places
the battalion has been to in England before leaving for France and thinks it to be
‘a lot of to-ing and fro-ing.’144
On comparing Private Adcock’s record with John Milne’s account I
realised that many of the places have been omitted from the diary, but Milne
himself wrote: ‘marching in column of fours over bad roads with constant checks
and halts, is a tedious business.’145 The decision I had to make was whether to use
only the soldier’s diary or use Milne’s more extended route in the narrative. I have
stayed with the soldier’s diary as it is from his viewpoint that the story is told and
there is the possibility of tedium if an omniscient narrator details each location,
rather than the characters telling this part of the story through letters. Furthermore,
whilst researching this route I found an error in Milne’s book. He states: ‘The
train left Abeele at 6.55 p.m. and reached Fonquevillers, near Bethune, late at
night.’ Then: ‘On arrival, the battalion detrained and marched to Gonnehem.’146
This, I felt, was a strange route and it would have been impossible for them to
march to Gonnehem by 1.00 a.m. - a distance of fifty-four kilometers. I checked
the battalion diary and found that the place was, in fact, Fouquereuil, not
Fonquevillers.147
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The diary gives the following route that the Battalion took in France and
Flanders:
Le Havre -> Rest Camp 6, on ‘a huge hill overlooking the sea -> Cassel148
-> Zuytpeene -> Rouge Croix -> Strazeele (9 March) -> Sailly-sur-la-Lys (for
Neuve Chappelle) -> Bac St.Maur (Battle of St Eloi) -> Steenwerck (16 March) > Croix du Bac -> Armentières (Le Bizet) -> back to Steenwerck -> Dranoutre 3
April – 21 May -> Kemmel Hill (22 June) -> Ouderdom -> Sanctuary Wood ->
Hill 60 -> Dickebusch -> Abelee -> (entrain) Fouquereuil -> Gonnehem (France)
-> Hesdigneul -> Vermelles -> The Frontline Trenches at Loos.149
The maps in Appendix II give a representation of the distances marched
and demonstrate that the movements of the battalion were irregular. Unlike the
soldiers who had to march over difficult terrain, I drove to the places on the route
to gain an understanding of the towns’ locations.
Visiting the Loos Battlefield and the Hohenzollern Redoubt was beneficial
to understand the lay of the land and surrounding villages and to get an informed
feeling for the region, which is still a mining area. The site of the Redoubt is
easily visible and can be accessed from what would have been the German
frontline at Auchy-les-Mines. The slag heaps are still there and Mad Point, The
Dump, The Quarries, Chalk Pit Wood and Fosse 8 are easily identifiable.150 The
land, which is agricultural, falls away towards the Vermelles/Auchy road
alongside which lies St. Mary’s Advanced Dressing Station cemetery, where John
(Jack) Kipling is reputed to be buried. This would have been the dressing station
in the reserve trench where David was initially treated and given brandy. Page
five of Adcock’s diary says: ‘The Doctor gave me some brandy, which put new
life in me and then I walked for about half an hour down a communication trench
to a wrecked village named Vermelles.’151 The re-built village has not changed
much; the Church stands at the top of an incline and the Chateau has been rebuilt
after the shelling that destroyed it. Next to the Chateau is a cemetery, but the
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Syston men from the 1/4th Leicesters, George Oswin, Harry Hamson and George
Partridge, that David was with are names on a Portland stone tablet in the
Memorial to the Missing at Dud Corner, as are Corporal Joseph Green and
Lieutenant Robert Clive Harvey, as they were never found after further shelling of
the area destroyed their burial site. Their final resting place is probably under the
land between the Hohenzollern Redoubt and Vermelles. Drummer Archibald
Phillips died of wounds on the 15th October 1915 and has a grave in Lillers
Communal Cemetery.152 Lillers is a small town north-west of Bethune where
Private David Adcock was also taken. It was used for billets and headquarter
offices from 1914 until April 1918 and at that time, was a field hospital.153 This is
where Private Adcock was left alone in the cellar in Chapter Thirty-five,
Desertion.
When I visited Dud Corner cemetery I was able to see and appreciate the
vastness of the entire battlefield from a high platform that can be accessed using a
staircase on the western side of the cemetery. From the platform I could see where
the British trenches would have run, the position of No-Man’s Land, the
Hohenzollern Redoubt on a hill, and picture the gas rolling down the incline. It
helped me to gauge distances and directions when writing Chapter Thirty-three,
Hohenzollern with much greater accuracy than I could have done had I not
experienced seeing the battlefield in this way.
I made the visits to the Ypres Salient in April 2012, April 2013 and March
2015; the same time of year when the 1/4th Leicesters would have been there. The
visits to the Loos area were undertaken in October 2012, October 2013 and March
2015. This helped not only with seeing the landmarks and experiencing the
distances covered, but also the weather conditions at that time of the year. Having
spent time in these locations I felt I could write about location with authority and
certitude. For example, in Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern, it takes David halfan-hour to walk from the Dressing Station to the Chateau. I too was able to walk
from St Mary’s Advanced Dressing Station Cemetery to the Chateau in
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Vermelles.154 Although David’s agonizing journey would have been along
trenches and uneven roads, I was still able to gauge the distance he had to walk
and see the Chateau, which, unlike its name suggests, is not all that big.
Newspaper Accounts and Poster Propaganda
Newspapers from the dates researched offer insights as well as a recording of the
events, but these have to be read with some scepticism due to the propaganda and
censorship that was omnipresent in all written documents at that time. Great War
propaganda fell into three categories aimed at: the enemy, the home front and
those who were neutral. Famous writers, such as Rudyard Kipling and H. G.
Wells were employed by the government to spearhead campaigns. Posters were
prolific, encouraging young men to enlist with lines like: “Be honest with
yourself. Be certain that your so-called reason is not a selfish excuse.” – Lord
Kitchener. Another 1915 poster, words by E. J. Keeley, said: “Women in Britain
say - GO!” Perhaps the most iconic recruitment poster is that of Kitchener
exhorting young men to enlist.155 In the chapter entitled ‘Male Hysteria’ of
Showalter’s The Female Malady; Women, Madness and English Culture, 18301980 she quotes Ernest Jones who in 1915 wrote:
War brings a man a little closer to the realities of existence, destroying
shams and remoulding values. It forces him to discover what are the
things that really matter in the end, what are the things for which he is
willing to risk life itself. It can make life as a whole greater, richer,
fuller, stronger and sometimes nobler.156
Showalter then says, ‘Jones’s paean to the virtues of war was not far from the
jingoistic language of the recruiting poster.’ This illustrates that the public’s
perception of the propaganda posters during the Great War has changed. When
writing Chapter Eighteen, Fog, David reads the posters that are displayed in the
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factory and completely accepts them.157 I have shown the propaganda element
when Mary burns the recruitment leaflets in Chapter Nineteen, Match.158
Newspapers were also essential to the government’s propaganda policy
and one publication, John Bull, owned by former Liberal M.P. Horatio Bottomley,
sold up to two million copies per issue and repeatedly warned against ‘The
Hun’.159
The battle of the 13th October 1915 was reported on in the Manchester
Guardian on the 23rd of October 1915, describing it as being ‘a splendid dash’
and referring to it as ‘a fine struggle of bombs and barricades’.160 Defeats were
usually reported in newspapers and on newsreels as ‘small-scale tactical
retirements’ or, as in the case of the Manchester Guardian, disproportionately
maximising the effect of an assault.
A scrapbook of cuttings from local newspapers of the time, The Leicester
Mail and The Leicester Daily Post, collected and assembled by the father of
Second-Lieutenant G. E. F. Russell, one of the officers of the Leicestershire
Regiment who, along with Second-Lieutenant R. C. Harvey, was killed in action
on the 13th October 1915, has been another valuable, unique source. One cutting
was from the Leicester Mail, 25th October 1915 entitled: 4th Leicesters in Action:
Vivid Stories of the Great Charge. The report opens:
We are able today to publish thrilling stories of the great charge in
which the 4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment recently figured
with such brilliance adding lustre to the famous ‘Tigers’. All the
following reports have been passed by Censor and are special to the
Leicester Mail.
The report that follows is given by a Private C. H. Brown of 15
Wanlip Street, Leicester who had arrived home that week. It is said to
‘surely rank as one of the finest word-pictures of war with all its
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heroism, its selflessness, its pain and its tragedy that has ever been
told.’161
I used Private Brown’s exposition alongside the diary when writing
Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern. The account provided the information for me
to write about the soldiers throwing Mills Bombs into the German trench. The
Scrapbook is now at the Newarke Houses Museum where the upper floor is
dedicated to the Leicestershire Regiment.
My search for material from the period led to the discovery, in an antique
bookshop, of a book entitled: Infantry Training, 1914, published by Authority
(The War Office) on 10th August 1914. This proved really useful when
composing the chapters where the new recruits have their first experience of
Army life. I found it particularly helpful when writing about how the soldiers
were instructed to stand, march, fix bayonets and, literally, ‘live by the book’. The
definitions section has some interesting information, for example the expression
‘right-hand man’.162 Private Adcock is the right-hand man in Chapter Twentyfour, Training.163
A proportion of the research was done using sources other than those that
were written. I have spent many hours speaking with a retired Army Colonel,
Brian Smith, a current Army Captain, Captain Eades, historians including the
Historian to the Leicestershire Regiment, Richard Lane, a World War 1 Historian,
author and weapons expert, Martin Pegler and a retired prison officer who has a
vast database of Leicestershire soldiers in World War 1, Michael Doyle. Another
military expert, Tony Scutt, told me that men were sent over the top in waves; the
first wave would take the bullets from the machine guns, as would the second
wave. There would then be a short lull whilst the Germans re-loaded and this was
when the third wave could push forward. From his diary I deduced that David was
a ‘third-wave’ soldier, which may be why he managed to get as far as he did
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before being hit by a machine-gun bullet. I found that the people I have spoken
with responded to my request, as they believed the work I was doing was
important.
Oral History
An invaluable source of witnessed accounts is the University of Leicester’s
Community Resources, The East Midlands Oral History Archive – Leicestershire
and Rutland Remember the First World War.164 Recorded voices of those who
served on the Western Front, and those on the Home Front, can be accessed.165
One veteran tells of the endless marching they had to do and how the steady
rhythm caused them to fall asleep on their feet. I used this anecdote to write of a
similar experience Private Adcock has when he is marching from Fouquereuil to
Gonnehem in Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches.166
Writing from personal experience of place, listening to oral, witnessed
accounts and having access to a book of both local and national newspaper
cuttings assisted me further in establishing and writing from solid facts. Having
considered all these sources, I felt that I could not allow the subject matter to
speak for itself in a documentary style. I needed to judge very accurately how I
was going to represent everything I had found out through the research, whilst
leaving myself no room for complacency. I have decided that the novel should be
an accurate portrayal of what happened to certain soldiers as well as those on the
Home Front and I needed to consider how rigid I was to be in this representation.
The first-hand accounts and experiences I utilised have taken many forms
as I have discussed here. Travelling to the specific areas where the characters in
the novel were situated has enabled me to write authentically about the locations,
terrain and weather conditions. Listening to veterans describing their experiences
gave fresh insight to the writing and this, along with the diary helped me to give
David and the others in what was essentially a Pals Regiment, an authentic voice.
Obtaining copies of the battalion diaries gave a practical and technical foundation
to the writing. Being able to use hitherto unpublished documents that are not in
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witness in the writing of Heroism in the Abstract.
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Eluding the myth, avoiding the cliché.
Sometimes the mythic narratives of Great War literature have a very strong hold –
almost as if a reader cannot imagine the Great War without being influenced by
the myth. In this section I shall reflect on some of these recurrent notions and
discuss why I have consciously avoided most of them.
To research and write Heroism in the Abstract I have gone through a
process of, sometimes rather cold-bloodedly, finding the right form to render the
actuality that I have researched whilst also considering how to deliver a sense of
tangible reality and lived experience. My quest, therefore, was to fill a lacuna in
Great War fiction, escaping the myths that are prevalent in other fiction about the
conflict.
The following extract is from a book review in the Independent on
Sunday, by Louisa Young and refers to Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern
Memory, that she had used for research when writing My Dear, I Wanted to Tell
You. It has notable implications for my own practice.
So what precisely did I learn from this book? That war, this one
especially, of its nature destroys that which it's trying (at best) or
claiming, or purporting, or pretending (all too often), to protect. At
national level this is important, today as then. At the level of the
individual, it is shattering. This is what Daddy wasn't talking about,
when he never talked about the war. I couldn't have written my book
without it.”167
Fussell’s work may be said to be the book that really instigated the study
of war writing as a distinct literature of its own, but one that also has its own
biases (and a few errors).
In Chapter IV, Myth, Ritual and Romance Fussell argues that 'a world of
such “secrets”, conversations, metamorphoses and rebirths is a world of
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reinvigorated myth.'168 He draws on Marc Bloch’s The Historian’s Craft (1967)
that 'the prevailing opinion in the trenches was that anything might be true, except
what was printed.'169 This suggests that myths and rumours originated in the
trenches, although many of the men who survived, would never talk about their
experiences. Fussell further suggests that no-one could accurately convey the
events that affected the returning soldiers and that they were unwilling to believe
that anyone who had not been there to experience it, would understand them.170
This sense of shared secrets and wider scepticism was one I encountered many
times during my research. Speaking with a ninety-year-old lady, whose father had
served with the Leicestershire Regiment, 1916 -1918, I heard how his tireless
attempts to tell his children of his experiences, particularly his bout of Trench
Fever, were met with persistent cries of ‘Oh no, not the war again.’171 I would
argue therefore that it was not only the returning servicemen who refused to speak
of the war, it was also the case that the populace did not want to hear of it
especially if what was being said differed from their preferred vision of events.
David Adcock was a survivor who never spoke of his time serving with the
Leicestershire Regiment. Significantly, he forbade his sons to volunteer at the
outbreak of the Second World War.
In the earlier section, Shaping Heroism: Significant Literary Influences,
I referred to an article in Literature Compass by Joanna Scutts entitled
‘Contemporary Approaches to the Literature of the First World War: A Critical
Survey’.172 In it she also argues that:
While The Great War and Modern Memory has become a specific
point of departure for studies of the war’s literature, Fussell’s work
belongs to the more diffuse set of assumptions collectively known as
the “Myth” of the war. Summarised most succinctly by Samuel Hynes
in the introduction to his study A War Imagined, the Myth claims that:
Fussell, p.115.
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A generation of innocent young men, their heads full of high
abstractions like Honour, Glory, and England, went off to war to make
the world safe for democracy. They were slaughtered in stupid battles
planned by stupid generals. Those who survived were shocked,
disillusioned and embittered by their war experiences, and saw that
their real enemies were not the Germans, but the old men at home
who had lied to them.
Scutts emphasises that the label of Myth is ‘particularly well-developed
shorthand for the dominant Anglo-American historical narrative, according to
which the war was a failed and wasteful effort to preserve European peace.’
In non-fiction memoir one repeated allegory is reference to a baptism by
fire, being born again or returning from death. Edmund Blunden in Undertones of
War (1937) for instance, says 'we were received as Lazarus was. The shelling of
the Schwaben had been a “blaze of light,” and our death had been taken for
granted' when he returns from a patrol that had been considered doomed.173 In
Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1944) Siegfried Sassoon says that 'he is more
cheerful as his friend had risen again from the dead.'174
As well as the false notion of the myth is the truism of clichés and one
seemingly inevitable cliché is where there are scenes of premonition of soldiers
dying. In Frederic Manning’s Her Privates We (1930) Bourne and Martlow see a
priest at night and the writing hints that it is a premonition of their death: 'He
[Bourne] thought that it was unlucky to meet a priest in the dark; and as the
thought flitted through his mind, he had the sensation of goose flesh all up his
spine.'175 Martlow dies in Bourne’s arms in Chapter Sixteen and Bourne at the
very end of the book.
In Goodbye to All That Robert Graves recounts his reading of his own
obituary in The Times, but this was not a premonition - a mistake was made by the
officer recording those who had been killed in action and the next of kin, in
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Graves’s case his parents, were informed and they placed the notice in The Times
where Graves was erroneously reported to have died of wounds.176
I have purposefully avoided premonitions of death having resolved to
avoid such clichés and when considering the characters, I felt that they were not
men, or women, who would allude to fantasy. Premonitions of death in Great War
fiction, that once may have been a fresh and relatively new idea, have been used
extensively so that they now lack interest and are uninspiring leading to events
becoming predictable precisely because of a preceding incident which then loses
its heuristic potential. However, re-use of expressions does not necessarily create
clichés and there are hints throughout the narrative of the soldiers’ fate. For
example, in Chapter Nineteen, Match, of Heroism in the Abstract, David receives
an injury on the football field that prognosticates his wounding on the
battlefield.177 I have written these hints precisely to give the narrative heuristic
potential that common clichés destroy.
Ghosts and apparitions are also popular ingredients of both Great War
fiction and memoir. Arthur Machen’s story, ‘The Bowmen’ (1914) prompted a
wave of belief in the so-called ‘Angels of Mons’, ghosts of English bowmen who
fought at Agincourt and supposedly assisted the British Expeditionary Force when
its annihilation seemed inevitable. Machen described them as having a shining
about them and this gave them the accreditation of Angels, and could not
therefore be discredited. Widely cited and imitated during the war itself, the myth
has proven remarkably durable.
An article by Tristin Hopper appeared in the National Post, published on
the 28th May 2014 and was entitled: Soldier Diaries Tell of Ghosts Intervening in
First World War. He had been looking into the belief in the supernatural as
evidenced in Great War diaries.178 He cites a memoir by Canadian writer Will
Bird, Ghosts Have Warm Hands: A Memoir of the Great War 1916-1919 (1968)
and says that it recounts a really vivid experience concerning Bird’s brother who
had been killed near Ypres two years earlier, in 1915. Bird relates the story of
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when he was asleep in his dugout and (the ghost of) his brother, Steve, woke him
up and led him to safety. A few minutes later a shell hit the dugout.
A closer association with such a story came from the Secretary to the
Leicestershire and Rutland Western Front Association, David Humberston, who
gave a presentation on his grandfather, Sydney, who did not serve during the war
as he was born in 1906. The story was that whilst the family, including
Humberston’s then eight year old grandfather, were sitting around the dining table
on the evening of the 18th September 1914 a glass celery jar split in two and one
family member said, ‘that’s our Don gone.’ This was the case and whether a myth
or not, Humberston said that a number of the family members witnessed the
event.179
When myths and ghost stories have a personal association, perhaps one
then needs to adopt a more informed outlook. A story that was recounted often by
a great-aunt of mine, Isobel Kirkby, when she was alive, was one that provoked
scepticism from many who heard it. The story Isobel told was of her twenty-first
birthday, 6th January 1918. That night she had taken a trip into Leicester and
caught the last ’bus back from the town. She lived on a farm and had to disembark
on the Fosse Way (A46) and walk over the fields to get home. Her brother Harold,
who she knew was due to come home on leave, met her in uniform and walked
with her until he knew she was safe. He then left her to return to his regiment.
When I consulted Soldiers Died in the Great War 1914-1919, Part 22, The
Leicestershire Regiment I found that Harold Kirkby had enlisted at Mountsorrel
with the 1/5th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment. On the 6th January 1918
he was killed in action at Cambrin, the exact time he was walking home with his
sister. I do not believe in ghosts or the supernatural and had been unsure of her
story - until I visited Cambrin Military Cemetery in France in October 2012 and
saw his grave, which confirmed the date of his death, engraved on the headstone.
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Isobel’s date of birth is written in a family Bible, as was the tradition, - 6th
January 1897, confirming her twenty-first birthday as 6th January 1918.180
The myth that soldiers were in trenches for weeks at a time is completely
unfounded. They spent a few days there in rotation, mostly in reserve, and
perhaps only a couple of days in the frontline trenches. At the beginning of
Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, in Heroism in the Abstract, the men of the battalion
are just about to begin their six-days’ ‘rest’ after a spell repairing trenches; ‘rest’
being another myth as ‘resting’ soldiers rarely relaxed.181 They drilled, paraded,
did musketry, practiced throwing Mills bombs, and generally working hard during
supposed rest periods. Chapter X of Milne’s Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire
Regiment is entitled Six Days Shalt Thou Rest. He states that ‘the phrase “six days
rest” was really a snare and a delusion.’182 He goes on to say:
‘Certainly it began with parcels and sleep, followed by baths and clean
clothes, but after that it was sadly tarnished by “the C.O. will inspect,”
“The battalion will parade,” or “A Working Party will be furnished.”
And, after the morning had been energetically spent in drill and
bayonet fighting, they would be gratified to hear that there would be a
route march in the afternoon.’
In his diary, Private Adcock wrote: ‘Our six days rest were in huts in a
wood just behind Dicks Bush about 8 miles behind the firing line. We had [these]
six in the reserve railway dug-outs going up the firing line to work at night.’183
This supports Milne’s words. When I wrote of the soldiers ‘resting’ later in
Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, where David is cleaning his rifle, I added drama to
the rest period by writing a scene in which Swanny rescues a wounded man in noman’s land and is almost shot by a German soldier. Ray saves him and this
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incident also dispels the myth of rest by showing how Ray, as a sniper, hardly
relaxes at all.184
As I discussed in the section regarding the influence of primary sources, I
wanted the characters for Heroism in the Abstract to be authentic and sincere, not
emotionless.185 However, they also needed to lack the correct degree of emotion
so as to conform to the perceived traditionalist viewpoint, which some publishers
might be wanting, described by Judith Herman in Trauma and Memory (1997).186
So many soldiers were traumatised, some to the extent that they were shot for
desertion, but that is another over-exaggerated assumption or myth. According to
Julian Putkowski and Julian Sykes in their book Shot at Dawn (1989) no less than
312 soldiers were executed for military offences ranging from murder to
desertion, and 3080 men were sentenced to death between 4 August 1914 and 31
March 1920, subject to the Army Act, with the majority commuted to hard labour
or penal servitude.187 However, Colonel Brian Smith, Military Historian, quotes
the figure as 3342 tried and given death sentences, and of them, 438 were
executed; not all of those who faced a Court Martial were executed.188 This was
something I wanted to convey when Ray acknowledges that he could be Court
Martialled should he fall asleep. In Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, the
Leicestershire soldiers, Ratcliffe and Smith, plus Saddington, Squires and
Fouracres, had been Court Martialled for falling asleep whilst on duty during
August and September 1915, and were given sentences other than death; they
were real serving soldiers and these sentences were true events.189 Only two
soldiers were ever shot for ‘sleeping at post’: Private R Burton and Private T
Downing, both on 19 February 1917 in Bassouia.190 They were serving with the
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6th South Lancashire Regiment and had marched for over thirty miles when they
were selected for sentry duty.191
A popular mythical cliché is the phrase ‘Lions led by Donkeys’. The
phrase evolved from it being used as the title of a book by Captain P. A.
Thompson, Lions Led by Donkeys (1927). Alan Clark then based the title of his
controversial study, The Donkeys (1961) on the same phrase. In his epigraph he
attributes it to a conversation between two German generals, Erich Ludendorff
and Max Hoffman:

Ludendorff: The English soldiers fight like lions.

Hoffmann: True. But don't we know that they are lions led by
donkeys?192
There is, however, no evidence that the conversation ever took place.
In Heroism in the Abstract Lieutenant-Colonel Martin is an example of an
officer who regularly visited the front lines and stayed close by his battalion. John
Milne in Chapter VIII, The Coming of Martin in Footprints of the 1/4th
Leicestershire Regiment wrote:
He was the best all-round soldier in the Battalion, and the Battalion
knew it and only got annoyed with him when he exposed himself to
danger unnecessarily; which was one of his habits. He rode on the
snaffle and had little use for the spur.193
Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, and Thirty-three, Hohenzollern, portray
Martin as, in Milne’s words, ‘the best all-round soldier’.
Another allegation is that everyone involved hated the war, but as with any
conflict, luck played a huge role. A great number of serving soldiers did witness
or experience dreadful atrocities, which resulted in them being mentally or
191
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physically debilitated. Others came through fairly unscathed and ‘lived to tell the
tale’ as in the case of Williamson, Blunden, Sassoon and Private David Adcock.
Many young men enlisted in pursuit of a better standard of living, but this was
happening years before war broke out as Ernest, David’s step-brother, did in 1911
when he joined the Regiment as a Regular. As shown in Matthew Richardson’s
book The Tigers: 6th, 7th, 8th & 9th (Service) Battalions of the Leicestershire
Regiment (2000) young men from the poor, slum areas of Leicester often joined
the army as soon as they were old enough, and well before the Great War
began.194
A large number of soldiers enjoyed the War and conditions may well have
been better than they were at home, especially if they were lucky enough to avoid
a major offensive, as David is at Neuve Chappelle in Chapter Thirty, Letters.
Later in the chapter he writes home and says: ‘We are having an altogether decent
time here. We drew our first pay in France, which was ten Francs.’195 This line
was taken from the original diary. Similarly, Sidney Wade says in his letter home,
also in Chapter Thirty, ‘I am quite enjoying myself here – having the time of my
life.’196 These words were taken from an original letter. Martin Pegler, military
historian, interviewed a large number of veterans in the 1970s and he told me that
many of them had seen it as a great adventure, and did have a decent time.197
Soldiers of the British Army were given meat every day, something which
would have been a luxury at home, plus a regular supply of cigarettes, tea and, of
course, the rum ration. In fact, their daily calorie intake was around 4000. They
also benefitted from the loyal comradeship in their battalion and some revelled in
the responsibility they were given.198
On the 2nd January 2014 Michael Gove caused controversy in an article in
the Daily Mail when he said:
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But it’s important that we don’t succumb to some of the myths, which
have grown up about the conflict in the last seventy or so years. The
conflict has, for many, been seen through the fictional prism of
dramas such as Oh! What a Lovely War, The Monocled Mutineer and
Blackadder as a misbegotten shambles – a series of catastrophic
mistakes perpetrated by an out-of-touch elite.199
Gove may have been trying to use history to support an ideology and
damned these dramatisations, but they were all highly successful and influential.
Oh What a Lovely War (1969) was written from Clark’s The Donkeys (1961) and
The Monocled Mutineer by William Allison and John Fairley (1978) was
dramatised by Alan Bleasdale, but its four episodes were only ever broadcast once
by the BBC between 31st August and 21st September 1986. The story of Percy
Toplis being involved in the Etaples mutiny may too have been a myth, though
fact or fiction, the programme provoked angry Parliamentary debate about the
supposed left-wing bias of the BBC. Blackadder Goes Forth (1989) is still often
screened, and shown to school pupils as they study the Great War. Its emotionally
potent climax, featuring the lead characters caught in freeze-frame as they run
hopelessly into a shower of bullets, was followed by a credit sequence fashioned
from falling poppies. Evocative and, for most viewers extremely moving, the
episode was nevertheless controversial, not least because of the involvement of
Ben Elton, whose leftist bias annoyed conservatives. On reading accounts of the
13th October 1915, the hopeless charge into a fusillade of machine-gun bullets is
not a myth; it is exactly what happened. This is the reality that I have tried to
convey, with research to support the claim that it does not deal in myth.
Some weapons also have been rumoured to be sadistic and made in a way
that would cause excessive damage to their victims. This may have developed
from anti-German propaganda and there was speculation that some Germans used
bayonets with a saw-like edge. However, these were carried in addition to
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standard bayonets for the sawing of tree branches.200 It was also rumoured that
dum-dum or exploding bullets were used and when I accessed Private Adcock’s
service record from the National Archives, his Statement as to Disability states:
Gunshot wound, Back, 13 Oct 1915. Explosive Bullet.201 However, when I asked
weapons’ expert, Martin Pegler, about the use of dum-dum bullets he said they
were not used.202 He explained that there was no need as bullets fired from highvelocity rifles or machine guns caused substantial exit-wounds, which, in Private
Adcock’s case, left a scar three inches by two inches according to his discharge
papers, dated 3rd February 1919, his cause of discharge being ‘Disembodied’.
The original wound would therefore have been much greater.
Although there are repeated stereotypes of malingerers and self-harm in
the trenches, levels of absenteeism through illness in the British Army were no
worse than during peacetime suggesting that morale was high, or, if not high, then
no worse than had been the case before fighting broke out.203 As I was writing
about a time when there was still a sense of adventure and a belief that the enemy
would soon be defeated, I decided against using the cliché of self-harm in order to
escape the atrocities, and nowhere in my research did I find anything to suggest
that anyone in the 1/4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment could be called a
malingerer. Indeed, Milne says of the battalion: ‘The trenches are thronged with
men, everyone ready, everyone keyed-up with excitement.’204
Because there are several residual, persistent myths about the Great War I
needed to create, re-create or create afresh, images that are both well-researched
and ethical in my Great War novel. Ford Madox Ford, author of the Parade’s End
tetralogy was often accused of lying about his experiences as he mapped them out
in fictional tales; this is an example of memories appearing legitimate, even
though they cannot be tied to facts. When writing fact-based fiction, the author is
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faced with empty spaces and needs to use considered imagination to fill gaps
when the historical record is not complete. As a writer I am compelled to keep a
reader engaged with the narrative; it may require some deviation from a
conventional reference to achieve that, thus creating a new myth. For example, as
I mentioned earlier, Ramsay MacDonald attending a recruitment meeting at
Syston village hall.205
Whilst writing Heroism in the Abstract I continually asked myself: ‘How
am I going to avoid clichés?’ There are the obvious clichés such as birdsong over
the battlefield, soldiers using their new-found sexual freedom to visit French
prostitutes, rats as big as cats and guns heard in England, that I have purposefully
avoided. In Chapter Thirty-one of my novel, Trenches, there are birds in the
residual fragments of trees and later in the chapter the men are preparing for battle
and the birds are silenced: ‘An emotionally charged rendition of the fight is o’er,
the battle won ended the midday service and left an eerie quietness over the
battalion. Even the birds had stopped singing.’206 I have a personal experience of
birds falling silent, whilst attending an interment in a Leicestershire Cemetery;
when the member of the clergy was speaking and family read poetry, the birds
were silent. They began singing again when the short service was concluded.
I consciously avoided writing that tended towards myths and clichés, and I
had to overcome any temptation to do so for different reasons: the myths because
of a commitment to historical accuracy being part of my ethical position and the
cliché because I wanted to give Heroism in the Abstract a fresh account and not
have Loos subsumed into predictable clichés. However, from examining popular
Great War fiction I have found that there are myths and clichés that have proved
almost necessary inclusions when writing this era, for example, letters and
postcards. These represent genuineness in the way that people communicated and
with this foundation of authenticity, escape the status of cliché. They are also
tangible resources, and I therefore believe that they cannot truly be considered
mythical. There are myths that are perpetuated in literature and film, such as a
football match between British and German troops at the renowned Christmas
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Truce of December 1914. There is no evidence that a match happened, and in
many cases there was no direct contact with the enemy.207 But there are many
first-hand accounts of a cease-fire, which add verisimilitude to stories of a truce.
In this section I have discussed how I have carefully considered the ways
in which to write a novel that is based on fact reinforced with meticulous research,
whilst eluding stereotypical myths and avoiding clichés. Clichés can become
clichés precisely because of their truth, and the thing that keeps a reader reading is
what they do not yet know, emphasising the absolute requirement for the correct
balance between exactitude and resourceful imagination to maintain the reader’s
interest.
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Responsibility and Ethics
Historical research is a strange business. We immerse ourselves in the
lives of others, and use them to construct models and theories and
arguments. Perhaps we sometimes forget the extent to which this can
become a depersonalising experience, in which lives become statistics
and life experiences become graphs and tables. Even so, few can have
worked in the hushed, pencil-scratching, mouse-clicking atmosphere
of an archive without ever hearing a sudden shout of laughter from a
fellow researcher. When it happens we smile to ourselves and bend
back to our tasks with renewed enthusiasm. We understand that
feeling of elation very well: somewhere an important connection has
been made, and one of our colleagues has found their very own
blurred boy.208
In this section I reflect upon the responsibilities and ethical questions raised when
writing a fictional account of an historic event along with using characters based
on real people alongside fictional characters to tell the story. I researched
accurately and as discussed earlier have been able to access and use unique
documents, some of which have rarely been seen, and my responsibility is to
illustrate these findings in the form of a novel and to ensure it is accessible to all.
The opening quotation is taken from an article published in The Journal of
Theory and Practice by Dr Robert Lee entitled ‘Rethinking History: Blurring the
Edges’. The article discusses his reasoning for writing a book entitled Unquiet
Country, Choices of the Rural Poor. Lee’s abstract reads:
This article is intended to highlight the pressures and tensions inherent
when academic history reaches out to a readership beyond its usual
constituency. Issues of drama and entertainment become foregrounded, along with the privileging of certain incidents over others, in
order to ‘draw in’ a non-specialist audience.
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Lee also quotes from J. Benson’s essay The Black Country Living Museum
which states: ‘Nearly all [labour historians], it seems safe to assume, would like to
ensure that the line between entertainment and education – between representation
and reality – is blurred as little as possible.209
In Lee’s article he expresses his rationale for writing in this way and
‘anticipates some of the objections of his readers to a technique that combines
scholarly discourse with the attributes of fiction and drama’210 He explores his
own experience of the difficulties when writing fact-based-fiction and discusses
various historical narratives considering how: ‘potential for empirical history and
literary fiction to work together in a complementary way to enhance and deepen
understandings of our storied past.’211
The fundamental instrument of his decision to blur the edges came in the
form of a writer’s epiphany when he saw an old photograph in a stately home
where one of the subjects had moved causing the image to become hazy. This was
the moment when he knew that history is blurred and that fiction can compliment
recorded facts to enhance a reader’s understanding and appreciation. I found the
use of original photographs as a research tool contributed to ensuring descriptions
were accurate, and the blurred image Emily sees of one soldier metaphorically
blurs Swanny’s identity in the writing.212
When writing Heroism in the Abstract, judging where this technique might
be acceptable is something that needed careful consideration. I also needed to
establish the correct level of verisimilitude within a fictional narrative and will
therefore reflect on the problems I faced and decisions made to present an
authentic account of an event that has never before been represented in a novel,
whilst giving informed fictional representation.
One of the main questions has been regarding the ethics of using real
people to tell a story and how to represent them.
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Factors found to be influencing responsibility in writing have been
explored in several studies. I decided to use Carl Tighe’s book, Writing and
Responsibility (2005) as a study for ethics and responsibility, but did not find it
particularly helpful, although the subjects he examines in relation to responsibility
and writing, for example films and politics, are interesting. Tighe insists that:
‘Writing and responsibility are not narrow professional problems, but part of the
basic issues of what writing is, what writers do and what writing does.’213 He
discusses the principle of responsibility in the context of how society regards
individuals, including the writer. He also suggests that religion might define our
responsibilities. Although useful, the monograph is, I feel, moralistic rather than
ethical.
In November 2014 I undertook a course with the Open University entitled:
World War 1: Trauma and Memory, which examined the traumatic effects of war
on those who survive it, from the soldiers on the front lines to the civilians at
home. During one session Pat Barker said of her writing about the Great War:
If you want to write about war generally, as a novelist, you would
probably choose that war [Great War] because novelists can't be
general. Novelists are always writing about particular places and
particular people and particular situations. That's what the novel is.214
As I discussed earlier, Barker’s characters are often recognisable, real
people such as poets Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, psychiatrist William
Rivers, surgeon and artist Henry Tonks and landscape artist, Paul Nash who
appears in Life Class and Toby’s Room as Paul Tarrant. Both Barker and Young
use Major Harold Gillies, in their novels about facial surgery.215 By using
characters based upon real people the books have an added dimension, that of
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verisimilitude. Barker is one of the authors who have influenced my writing and
whilst researching her novels I found a quotation from her about using real
people, which reinforced my own ethics and sense of responsibility in using
characters based on real people alongside fictional ones. The quotation can be
found on Foyles Independent Bookshop’s website, from a ‘Questions and
Answers’ section on their Pat Barker page.216 One of the questions is: ‘How do
you combine your historical and fictional material? How nerve-wracking is it
putting words into the mouths of well-known figures for which there might not be
any specific source material?’ Her reply is:
Fictional characters are constructed rather differently in a work where
real characters play a leading role. In Regeneration, Billy Prior is
designed to challenge Rivers not merely by what he says but by the sort
of person he is.
Is it nerve-wracking putting speech into the mouths of real characters?
It's certainly different from writing about fictional characters. You have
an obligation to be fair to them and not misrepresent their views. Apart
from that, I think fiction is written in an almost trance like state - at least
during the first draft. If you became too self-conscious about what you
were doing you wouldn't be able to do it at all.
There are problems in using research and realism in a fictional form. The
reality has to complement the narrative without distracting from the story and I
needed to judge accordingly how to represent certain things, for example, the
people, the conditions, and the timeframe.
A decision on characters was the first obstacle that needed to be overcome.
Naturally the two protagonists, David and Emily-Jane, are the ones through whom
the story is told and they are based on real people, as are their family members.
Creating the ‘pals’ who David is with after enlisting was more difficult. I
had to decide if it was morally justifiable to write about real people, who may
well have family members that are still alive, or if to invent fictional characters. I
made the decision to use real people that are listed on the village’s war memorial:
216
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George Oswin, Harry Hamson and George Partridge. I was fortunate that Susan
Blaxland of Syston had recently undertaken research on those listed on the war
memorial, which she was happy to share with me. The Parish Magazines also
gave information about them, especially when their deaths were reported. This
was the information I used in Chapter Thirty-five, Corollary.217
In a paper that I presented at Portsmouth University on the 11th July 2014
entitled: How Leicestershire Mourned, How Leicestershire Remembered I was
also able to use a letter from George Oswin’s parents.218 This was to highlight the
fact that they believed George was ‘buried comfortably’ when his body was never
recovered and he is listed on a Portland stone panel in Dud Corner Cemetery,
close by the battlefield.219 As a century has passed since these the ‘real’ characters
were alive, I feel a deep-seated responsibility to represent them in a respectful
way.
Through the National Archives I researched where some villagers lived,
for example, the Oswins, and discovered that Mr Oswin worked for a coal
merchant as a ‘Coal Carter’.220 Consequently, in Chapter Twenty-nine,
Mobilisation, I wrote that their house was always warm with roaring fires.221 For
the earlier chapters, I found from an address on a postcard that had been sent to
Emily, care of Mrs Katherine Adcock, that Whattoff had lived at number fortytwo Turn Street and was able to plot David’s walk to his brother’s house in
Chapter Eighteen, Fog.222 Whattoff’s laudanum addiction was fiction, but the
story in the newspaper that Mary reads about in Chapter Twenty, Gathering,
where a young man is hanged for killing a child when he too had been taking
laudanum, was factual.223 Arnold Warren murdered his two-year-old son, James,
in Western Park, Leicester and was hanged at Leicester Prison on Thursday, 12th
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November 1914.224 This was where I was able to blend the two stories together.
The idea for the addiction was conceived from an advertisement in Syston Local
History Group’s publication Syston Past, Volume II (2006) where there appears an
advertisement for Dr Tibbles’ Compound Essence of Cocaine claiming that it
‘supports life in a manner almost miraculous’.225
When basing characters on actual people there is a responsibility to be true
to them and not create a drama that could be completely disproved or one that
misrepresents a real person. Gertie’s illegitimate pregnancy in Chapter Twentyseven, Colours and subsequent miscarriage was a fictional tale. Gertie Oswin was
a real person, and I felt that the storyline could not allow her to have a child as
there is no evidence of this, so a miscarriage after falling down the cellar steps in
Chapter Twenty-eight, Inspection, added to the drama and again amalgamated fact
and fiction.226 This is an example of what Dr Robert Lee means when he says that:
‘Issues of drama and entertainment become fore-grounded in order to “draw in” a
non-specialist audience.’227
Had the story continued beyond October 1915, Gertie would have
experienced another loss when Ernest was killed in action in 1917, something that
I touched upon briefly at the end of Chapter Thirty-five, Corollary, when two
brief reports are given: one of Whattoff’s death in 1916 and the other of Ernest’s
in 1917.228
Lieutenant-Colonel Martin, was a real person who, like Private Adcock,
was wounded but not killed at Loos. Many buildings and establishments have
been named in his honour, not least The Martin Hall at Loughborough University
where there is a sculpture of a house martin in flight on the front wall and
eighteen tiles depicting house martins on the end wall of the building.229 All
accounts tell him to be a brave, just man who cared for his troops and was not
opposed to ‘getting his hands dirty’. I showed this by writing about his presence
in the trenches when the battalion was effecting repairs in Chapter Thirty-one,
224
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Trenches.230 As I mentioned earlier, a photograph of him in Milne’s book helped
me to describe him accurately.231
The Leicestershire soldiers mentioned in Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches,
whom I named earlier and who were court martialled, were also real soldiers and
their sentences accurate.232
I decided to ensure that the characters based on real people were all
credible, and there was nothing in the research to suggest otherwise. I took this
responsibility seriously as there may be relatives of these people alive today and
to disrespect someone who had died serving King and Country, as far as I was
concerned, would be unforgivable. However, a novel needs conflict and drama.
This then necessitates some characters who will not be liked and others who, even
though they are not necessarily good people, are still liked. The first fictional
character is Mrs Walker-Holmes. Every village must have had a Mrs WalkerHolmes and whilst it may be introducing a stereotypical character, she was
necessary to play opposite to both Mary and Emily. Not only does she champion
the recruitment of volunteers, she openly disapproves of Emily and David’s
relationship, deeming it to be incestuous. In Chapter Thirty-one, Trenches, her
vengeance is directed instead towards Henry’s illegitimate baby, once the
situation becomes apparent.233 Henry’s expeditious wedding was another fact that
I discovered from Marriages and Christenings in the Parish Magazines. Henry
James Wade married Hilda Mary Challener on the 17th April 1915.234 On page
five of the November magazine an entry under Baptisms, dated 26th September
1915, reads: ‘Ernest William, child of Henry James Wade (discharged from 4th
Leicesters on account of defective sight) and Hilda Mary, his wife.’ 235 The
baptism was just five months after the wedding. Whilst Mrs Walker-Holmes is not
based on a real person, but as with the other fictional characters, the events and
scenes she is involved in were mostly based on fact.
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I introduced the fictional character of Ray for a number of reasons. I knew
from census records that David and Emily Adcock’s first child, born in 1919, was
named Ernest Raymond Adcock and that Ernest would have been Emily’s choice;
he was named after her favourite brother who died at Passchendaele. The diary
does not give the name of the soldier who helped David from the battlefield after
he was injured; he says it was ‘a comrade’236 This soldier became Ray, whose
surname I took from Harold Kirkby and who I referred to earlier in the section on
Myths and Clichés.237 My initial thoughts for Ray was to be that of a ‘nancy boy’
as unmanly boys were then known, who would probably suffer shell shock, but as
the character developed he became a stronger person. Little Great War fiction has
been written about snipers and that which has, is usually when someone has been
killed by a sniper’s bullet. The War diaries of the Leicestershire Regiment often
recorded sniping activity. For example, an entry in the war diary for the 6th
Battalion Leicestershire Regiment for 25th December 1915 reads: ‘There was a
good deal of sniping on both sides and in the evening from 10pm to 12 midnight
we continually sent over bombs accompanied by machine-gun fire. This seemed
somewhat to stop their sniping.’238 I had read Martin Pegler’s book: Out of
Nowhere (2004) and was also able to talk to him about sniping in the First World
War.239 Pegler is a weapons expert and worked at the Armouries in Leeds before
moving to the Somme region of France. He has an extensive collection of
weapons including both Maxim and Vickers Machine Guns. I was able to handle
a World War 1 Lee Enfield rifle with fixed bayonet from his collection and
another with a telescopic sight, which had been used by a sniper. This helped me
to understand how heavy the rifles were when writing Chapter Twenty-four,
Training. David is told to hold his rifle like he would cuddle a girl and he thinks
the weapon is almost as heavy as a girl.240 I gave Ray exceptional eyesight and he
underwent training to become a sniper. He saves the life of Swanny in Chapter
Thirty-one, Trenches when he is in no-man’s land bringing back a wounded
236
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soldier, by shooting a German soldier.241 Later, in Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers,
when Harry is about to become ‘the third man’, Ray rescues him too.242 In Chapter
Thirty-three, Hohenzollern, Ray fires bullets over David’s head as he struggles to
get back to the trench after being shot.243 I also discovered from speaking with
Pegler that snipers did go over the top in the early days of the war, but later were
positioned in vantage points along the front line. They also were granted greater
freedom of movement along the trenches than other frontline soldiers.
There is a distinction between historically verifiable figures, for example,
Ramsay MacDonald, and fictional characters such as Bob Swann, or Swanny as
he becomes known, who is there to take the story forward and fill gaps; I was
unable to do this with real people. Swanny is the character I used to tell the reader
of events, through dialogue, such at MacDonald’s speech in Leicester and in the
prison when Arnold Warren was hanged. I used his voice to recount the horror
and carnage that took place on the 13th October in Chapter Thirty-four, Fallout,
as Swanny is one of the few survivors and using a character based on a real
person would not have been a responsible thing to do.244 Although he is mentioned
in the very early chapters of the novel, he is first referred to in the section
submitted as part of this thesis in Chapter Sixteen, MacDonald, when the men of
the village are gathered at the allotments. Frank Swann was a real person who did
have a son, Bill, who Swanny pretends to be. When Alf asks Frank what his son is
doing, the conversation goes:
“Good to see your lad ’ere, Alf,” Frank nodded towards David.
“I haven’t seen your lad for nigh on three months,” Alf replied,
“what’s ’e doing?”
“Three months.”
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David almost choked on his bread, but managed to hide his
amusement. He now knew why Bob Swann hadn’t been seen in The
Bell lately.245
Bob then turns up at the Barracks and David recognises his voice before
he sees him.246
As neither Ray Kirkby nor Bob Swann appears on any war memorial, they
were destined to be fictional survivors of the battle and could be used to enable
the reader to feel their anger at the loss of so many lives. These two characters
could take the story of the Leicestershire Regiment in the Great War further in a
second novel.247
The timeframe was something I chose to follow by using dates as chapter
headings and thus drawing the reader to the finale that was the Battle of Loos,
13th October 1915. It is David’s story and it follows a narrative-journey. Too
great a deviance can be confusing to the reader, but there is some room for a little
backstory to help the reader engage with the characters. For example, Ray’s
backstory is in Chapter Twenty-three, Rope, as is Swanny’s who also tells the
others about his time in prison and the reason why he enlisted.248 Earlier chapters
will have introduced George Oswin, Harry Hamson and George Partridge who,
though important, are minor players in the drama.
Capturing the Leicestershire dialect was necessary to give the characters
life. To write too much of the dialogue in dialect would slow the reader down,
therefore I used Leicestershire dialect sparingly so that the characters did have an
affinity to the county without overstating it. The accent in 1915 would have been
much stronger than it is now and different villages within the county have their
own dialect and accents, two of the strongest being Syston and Sileby. On the
12th August, 2013 the Leicester Mercury ran an article entitled: ‘Why Leicester
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Accent is Undergoing Changes’ and tells of the clipped vowels, ’ey up ma duck,
and even the way the name of the town is pronounced by locals – ‘Leicestor’ –
may soon disappear.249 When he was Chairman of the Leicestershire County
Council, Lieutenant-Colonel R. E. Martin gave a paper entitled: The Legends,
Folklore and Dialect of Leicestershire with an Introduction on the General
History of the County which was based upon two radio talks delivered by the
author, at the invitation of the British Broadcasting Corporation, in February,
1933. This is held by Leicester University and the section on dialect goes into
great detail of pronunciation, for example, ‘I’ is pronounced ‘oi’ and ‘sheep’,
‘ship’.250 In Chapter Twenty-eight, Inspection, Emma Pollard tells Emily, “You
know they’re cankin’ about you don’t you?”251 Canking is a Leicester term for
gossip that originated from Tudor times when women went to a washhouse on
Cank Street to catch up with the stories and scandal of Leicester.252
There is an ethical or moral responsibility when slightly altering material
so that what the reader gets is a sense of drama that keeps them turning the pages,
and there is no set way of doing this. Decisions to include or exclude some parts
of the diary were made so that the story is absorbing, not tedious. The events
being explored and examined are in themselves deeply dramatic and the
characters invested with a great depth of emotion. At times, and to create certain
situations, I had to write with reason and a sense of judgement. This is because,
although I shall restate that this is not an historical account but a novel, I owe it to
those who lost their lives to be as accurate as possible. However, I have invested a
great deal of writing from the heart in order to engage readers’ emotions and
interest.
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Private soldiers were also quite ignorant of what was happening where the
wider context of their activities was concerned, and unless an omniscient narrator
told the story, then this ‘not knowing’ needs to run through the narrative. Often
even the officers did not know what was happening around them. In Rowland
Feilding’s War Letters to a Wife and towards the end of his letter home dated 4th
October 1915, he wrote: ‘Such is our ignorance of things that are going on even a
few hundred yards away from our immediate surroundings.’253 He was in
Vermelles, a few hundred yards away from the Hohenzollern Redoubt, when he
wrote the letter. In another letter to his wife dated 14th October 1915 Feilding
wrote:
Yesterday afternoon a second great British attack was launched – though
The Guards took no active part in it – a sort of repetition of September
25. The news we have received so far is very fragmentary, but they say
it has been successful. The fact that this attack has been made unseals
my lips, and I can tell you now of the mysterious work we were doing in
the trench opposite the Hohenzollern Redoubt, and at which I could only
hint before. We were excavating emplacements under the parapet and
filling them with cylinders of chlorine gas, in preparation for yesterday’s
attack. We stored 420 of these cylinders in our bit of the trench.’254
It is ironic that Feilding refers to the attack as ‘a sort of repetition of
September 25’ as this resulted in heavy losses and if Allenby had listened to
Lieutenant-Colonel Martin, many lives would have been spared.255
The cylinders of chlorine gas that were stored in the trench are mentioned
in Chapters Thirty-two, Tigers and Thirty-three, Hohenzollern.256 This was a
second attempt to use gas at Loos, and a second failure in their use.
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In Chapter Fifteen of Robert Graves’s autobiography, Goodbye To All
That (1929) he explains the secrecy and use of the word ‘accessory’ for gas
cylinders.257
Throughout the novel I have used the original spelling of Serjeant to
maintain a rationale of correctness and use of idiom of the time. It was after the
Armistice that the spelling moved more towards Sergeant. The names of battles
also came into effect after the Armistice and although I have mentioned Neuve
Chapelle, for example, it is as the name of a place rather than a battle.258
I would like my novel to be ‘unputdownable’ and to try and achieve this I
have set out to ensure that each chapter ends with a drama or dilemma so that the
reader will want to turn the page to the next chapter. The predicaments and
adventures have a foundation that upholds the responsibility to represent the
people of Syston and the men of the Leicestershire Regiment in a novel to give
them the respect and recognition that they deserve. Writing in an ethical and
authoritative manner has been my intention in delivering Heroism in the Abstract.
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Conclusion
My intention for this study was to research and write a novel from private,
unpublished diaries and letters combined with official, regimental diaries and
public documents working from an initial research topic: The Forgotten Battle:
The Second Battle of Loos, its effects on the soldiers on the Western Front and
civilians on the Home Front. As the research progressed it became evident that
very little has been written about the date I was researching, that of the 13th
October 1915, and less on the county of Leicestershire’s involvement in the war.
The novel, of which the second part is presented here with an account of the
research, is intended to fill this particular lacuna in Great War writing.
As part of the research, I consulted a large number of factual accounts and
memoirs one of which was a Doctoral thesis by Nicholas Lloyd, The British
Expeditionary Force and the Battle of Loos (Birmingham University, 2004).
Lloyd states in his Introduction that ‘Loos has failed to attract much scholarly
attention. It remains a forgotten battle, lost in the mists of rumour, hearsay and
myth.’259 Despite his bold statement, Lloyd’s research focuses almost entirely on
September 1915 and the First Battle of Loos. He only mentions the 13th October
in his Conclusion, giving a brief summary of the reasons behind the failed attack
and a passing reference to the Leicestershire Regiment.
The attack of Brigadier-General G. C. Kemp’s 138th Brigade (1/4
Leicestershire and 1/5 Lincolnshire) managed to reach the
Hohenzollern Redoubt without prohibitive casualties, but heavy
enfilade fire from The Dump and Mad Point prevented any attempts to
press deeper into the German position.260
Even a thesis entitled The British Expeditionary Force and the Battle of Loos
spends no time on the 13th October. My undertaking was to address this gap in
the literary and historical record and give the second Battle of Loos, along with
those who fought and those who were left behind, both the scholarly and literary
attention it deserves, dispelling myths, rumours and hearsay by consulting
259
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personal accounts and reading them in conjunction with official documents and
first-hand research. Combining this with other first-hand accounts, both oral and
written, helped to create a solid foundation for my novel, Heroism in the Abstract.
Further reading on the subject of the Great War, especially memoir and
contemporary fiction, plus a great number of non-fiction accounts, enabled me to
establish that the Battle of Loos in 1915 was rarely mentioned.261 I was also able
to confirm that the Leicestershire Regiment, like the county itself, has had little
written about it in fiction, and has not been the subject of much historical
research. An extremely valuable secondary source therefore was John Milne’s
Footprints of the 1/4th Leicestershire Regiment, August 1914 to November 1918,
which I used alongside Adcock’s diary.
One literary exception is Catherine Bailey’s The Secret Rooms (2012), an
investigation of the mysteries surrounding Belvoir Castle and its heirs in the first
half of the twentieth century. Bailey touches on the Great War in telling how John
Manners, the ninth Duke of Rutland was serving with the Leicestershire Regiment
in France and Flanders, but developed an illness, reputed to be appendicitis, and
was sent home absenting him from the attack on the Hohenzollern Redoubt.262 As
his comrades were fighting the Germans, Manners was, ironically, enjoying a
shooting party on the Rutland estate.263 I used this information when writing
Chapter Thirty-three, Hohenzollern.264
The critical element here elucidates the areas of work and research that
have contributed and have affected the writing of the novel. As I discussed in the
section entitled Shaping Heroism, Significant Literary Influences, Great War
literature has evolved significantly since the Armistice and this has led to greater
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accuracy in new works, both factual and fictional, especially now that some
previously inaccessible records, for example the 1911 census, are more readily
available. Online platforms such as The Long, Long Trail are also enhancing our
understanding of events.265
In the section Achieving a Sense of Realism, I argued that adopting a
realistic approach to the writing had its consequences. It can be agreed that the
vast majority of Great War fiction is realist in orientation and to achieve a similar
realistic effect I needed to consider what gave the reader a believable depiction
without compromising on what I felt was required accuracy and if this was the
best method for telling a Great War story.
Andrew Rutherford discusses this in The Literature of War (1978)
referring to Manning’s Her Privates We in illustrating that when one is searching
for realism, a writer needs to consider the verifiable, the likely and the embedded
cultural clichés that characterise war writing. If, as he suggests, the authentic
British infantrymen of 1914-1918 were seen as ‘Creatures of appetite, habitual
scroungers, often drunk and foul-mouthed to a degree’ whose lives contained
‘elements of grossness and brutality’ alongside ‘complex patterns of mutual
respect and tolerance, and comradeship’, then a writer needs to adjudicate
between a popular understanding of such men and a more informed awareness of
their characters, behavior and context.266 The men I wrote about were village lads,
naive in many ways, thrust into an alien environment. There was no evidence in
the diary, letters or postcards I read to suggest that they were anything but reliable
young men, typical of their class and background. As for them being ‘foulmouthed’, I had to find the correct degree of men swearing, for my purposes, one
which would convey something of the men’s actual speech without drowning the
reader in expletives. In Her Privates We the soldiers are indeed foul-mouthed and
the pages filled with bad language. In Heroism in the Abstract I wanted the
swearing to have dramatic and emotional impact, so used it sparingly and, I
265
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believe, in a manner appropriate to the characters. Of course, the men did swear in
the trenches and something I learnt from Colonel Brian Smith is that the
Corporals were, and still are, the most foul-mouthed, but they would never swear
when an officer was present. I showed this in Chapter Twenty-four, Training,
when the officer leaves the training ground and the Corporal begins swearing
again:

When it was Ray’s turn, he ran forward and lunged, almost missing
the sack when Corporal Green pulled it aside.
“Kill him or he’ll fuckin’ kill you.” The Corporal bawled.
Second-Lieutenant Harvey had left the training ground.267
Also in the section, Achieving a Sense of Realism, I argued that, to a
writer, it is not the same as a photographer using a camera to capture a landscape
or an action shot.268 The reader has to be left with the impression that the scene is
real so that their belief or feeling in relation to a character or an event is that it
actually took place; I had to convince the reader that this did, or could have,
actually happened. I took the decision to use a linear chronology, reflected in the
chapter headings, to build momentum and tension. The reader would get to know
the characters and wonder what was to become of them, rather than elucidating
the outcome of a well-known battle and working retrospectively to tell the tale.
To achieve the effect of realism I wrote many drafts and, as the research
progressed, did much editing and re-drafting taking great care to judge what
leaves the reader with an impression of tangible reality. For example, Chapter
Thirty-three, Hohenzollern had forty revisions, many after the battlefield site had
been visited; each revision would ensure accurate, historical and geographical
information was included. Also, using literary recreations of actual participants,
something I discussed in Responsibility and Ethics, further enhanced ‘the real’.
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In the section, Readers and Audiences I considered what readers of Great
War fiction are seeking, whether they are military experts or general enthusiasts
of historical fiction. Because a writer cannot please ‘all the people, all the time’ I
decided to lean towards the historically-informed reader and write the account
with exactitude and detail, something which can often be lacking in many Great
War novels, particularly those written long after the war had finished. I also
needed to consider what my writing has in common with already published
literature, whilst at the same time ensuring that the plot and style achieved my
aims in terms of realism and ethical use of materials. Utilising unique primary
source material and undertaking meticulous research enabled me to write with
accuracy, to create a realistic account of a significant event of the Great War
which has failed to attract literary attention, until now.
Some of the most seemingly accurate research has come from listening to
veterans speaking on the East Midlands Oral History archive.269 Hearing the
recorded voices of those who served, mostly with the Leicestershire Regiment,
and those on the home front, was invaluable as there are no longer any
Leicestershire residents alive who had first-hand experience of the Great War.
This also highlighted the importance of oral history itself.270
On a number of occasions I visited the battlefield sites and followed the
route taken by the 1/4th Leicestershires, which helped to give an added layer of
accuracy to my writing as discussed in the section on Creating a narrative
through the use of first-hand accounts.271 The diary itself is, of course, the most
accurate witnessed account that I have upon which to base a novel that has Private
Adcock as the protagonist, but it too has its flaws as I discussed earlier when I
argued that trauma can distort memory. In the research for the section Primary
Sources, Secondary Research and Physical Fieldwork and sub-section The Diary,
I interviewed trauma-counsellor Jan Bagley about trauma and memory.272 She
told me that memory is a process of reconstruction and accurate recollection can
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indeed be an illusion. This gave me the freedom to create missing information in
order to reconstruct the story with a sense of realism; what I suggest happens is
consistent with what might have actually occurred.
Through first-hand research and in as realistic mode as possible, I have
endeavoured to give a faithful account, free of myth making, of how personal
lives in Leicestershire were affected and had to change during the early years of
the Leicestershire regiment’s involvement in the Great War. In the section,
Eluding the Myth, Avoiding the Cliché I have considered the stereotypical Great
War myths and clichés and presented an argument as to why I have chosen to
avoid using this type of contribution to my novel. I have also written about the use
of letters, which may be considered a cliché in Great War writing, but I have used
them with the specific purpose of letting the reader know where David and the
regiment are rather than simply ‘a letter from the front’. The letters used are
mostly ‘real’ in that they are transcriptions of actual correspondence and also
relay information such as the hoopla ironically raising more money than the
photograph gallery at ‘The Feast’.273
There is also a great deal of responsibility when writing from personal
records as well as public ones and in the section dedicated to Responsibility and
Ethics I have examined how the novel developed through different methods of
research and the responsibility and the ethical dilemmas I faced.274 I acquired the
skill of ‘blurring the edges’ without compromising on accuracy or detail and had
to judge carefully where I could use this technique, something I discussed further
in the aforementioned section. One example of this is in Chapter Twenty-five,
Leave, where Emily and David go to Church on Christmas Eve. According to the
Parish Magazine there was no midnight-mass or late service, but as this is a wellknown event today, I ‘blurred’ the timing of the church service.275 I also
discussed the ethics of creating characters based on real people as well as the
introduction of fictional characters through whom I was able to fill in missing
details, the main ones being Swanny and Ray, characters I became emotionally
273
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attached to as the real ones. This enabled me to write with greater depth than if I
had felt indifferent towards them.
I have compiled a chronological list of some Great War literature in
Appendix 1 and from this it can be seen how the evolution of the Great War novel
has taken place, although as I found, most contemporary works of fiction use
earlier memoir as a basis for ‘new’ work. Of course, these early memoirs too are
fallible, not least because they are so highly subjective. Memoirs and
contemporary fiction of the Great War cover the same areas of interest in many
ways, and the Somme offensives and Passchendaele tend to be the main focus.
However, when reading other works in the same genre as that which you are
writing, there is always the danger that these novels can affect your own writing
voice. It is similar to when someone moves to a place where the accent is different
from that which they normally speak; in time they take on that accent. I had to be
conscious of this, especially when reading a highly regarded author such as Pat
Barker.
I wanted to write my novel with a degree of new insight; willing to discard
earlier practices and impressions so that I could challenge myself to see the Great
War, and in particular Loos and the Leicestershire Regiment, with fresh
awareness. I therefore crafted the story through intense observation and choosing
carefully so that the significant details did not become obstacles, but brought the
story to life. The novel is designed to address the aforementioned lacuna in fiction
about the Great War, and there have been difficult decisions to make in both
planning and writing. Private 3458 David Adcock’s story could have been a
memoir or a biography, but I chose to write it as a novel based on historical fact.
As has been established, this is the first novel to deal with events at Loos in
October 1915 and does so from the point of view of Private Adcock in the
Leicestershire Regiment and his fiancé, Emily Jane Wade, on the home front. It
depicts their Leicestershire working-class life before and during the War and
details his experiences as a soldier on the front line. I also felt that I needed to
convey that in 1915 attitudes towards the war were still more idealistic and built
on hope than was the case later in the conflict. Then it was believed that the war
would be a short one, and people were consequently less cynical or despairing. I
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have shown the enthusiasm in the young men of Leicestershire, looking for
adventure and to return heroes. The title of the novel shows how ironic their
beliefs were. I have tried to show that the heroism here stems not from the men
being fearless, but in their endeavours to overcome that fear and ‘do their bit’.
In addition to the attitudes and expectations of the soldiers at the time, I
undertook to research the effect on women who enjoyed new responsibilities and
freedoms, together with the concomitant fears and grief caused by the loss of men
to war. I depicted this through Emily. The real Emily Jane Wade remained in
service throughout the war, but the fictional character took on the responsibility of
running the village post office, and this gave a more interesting, and stronger,
character through which I could tell her story and involve other villagers as she
went about her work. According to the 1911 census, Syston village post office
was on High Street and the postmaster was George Preston who, at fifty-seven
years of age, would not have enlisted, so once again, I took the decision to blur
the edges and make Emily in charge of the post office.
My research has led to publications within the community. It was featured
in the summer 2014 edition of the magazine of Loughborough University, News
@ Lboro where a photograph of Private 3458 David Adcock graced the front
cover.276 I was also interviewed by Radio Leicester and the broadcast ‘Nanpantan,
Leicestershire: Boy Scouts’ was played on Remembrance Sunday 2014 for their
‘World War 1 at Home’ series.277 I have had articles published in local history
society magazines and the Leicestershire and Rutland Branch of the Western
Front Association’s magazine, The Tiger.278 Two conference papers have led to
presenting talks to various societies, including the Women’s Institute, and I have
been asked to work with a Heritage Lottery funded project to deliver presentations
about the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. To be able to share the
research publicly is rewarding and gives Leicestershire and the Regiment further
276
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recognition. The Royal Leicestershire Regiment has also asked me to lay a wreath
at the 46th (North Midland) Division Memorial close by the Hohenzollern
Redoubt at 1400 hours on Tuesday, 13th October 2015.
This thesis demonstrates how it is possible to bring something innovative
about the Great War into literature, escaping the stereotypical attitudes and
common subject matter of earlier novels, which depicted desolation and
devastation rather than excitement and purpose. I have, therefore, drawn together
the ways in which the research has been used in the creative section and shown
how Heroism in the Abstract, written from that research and to some extent, my
imagination and understanding of what happened in Syston and on the Western
Front in 1915, offers a fresh perspective on the Great War. In doing so I have
demonstrated that, even a century later, it is possible to combine literary and
historical research in order to depict a hitherto neglected episode of the conflict,
and to do so in a way that is accurate and ethical as well as being effective fiction.
The work affords recognition of those who fought on the Western Front in
October 1915 and those who, as the words engraved on the 46th (North Midland)
Division Memorial convey, kept the home fires burning.
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Appendix I
Abridged review of Great War literature consulted whilst researching and
writing Heroism in the Abstract
Cicely Hamilton (William – an Englishman, 1919)
William – an Englishman was originally published by Skeffington and Son in
1919 and was supposedly ‘written in a rage’, at the Front, in 1918. Hamilton had
been working on the Western Front with the Scottish Women’s Hospital at
Royaument until 1917 and then went on to organise concerts for the troops until
the end of the war. Different from those novels written about officers and soldiers
on the Western Front, this is the story of the effect of the war on a young married
couple. It is incredible that Hamilton could actually pen a novel whilst the war
was going on all around her, it’s little wonder that there are typing errors and
missing pieces of text. First described as anti-war it has the feel of being anti
pacifist and defends the British war effort.
Ernst Junger (In Stahlgewittern, 1920, tr. 1929 as Storm of Steel)
Although Jünger’s book, based on his diary notes, is not British Great War
Literature, it does tell of a young German soldier’s experience during the conflict.
Jünger’s book identifies the British regiment involved in a ‘fraternisation’ in
December 2015. In Chapter 5, Trench Warfare, Day-by-Day he wrote:
“From the British cap-badges seen that day, we were able to tell that the
regiment facing ours were the Hindustani Leicestershires.”279
(‘Hindoostan’ was superscribed on the cap badge in recognition of the
Leicestershire Regiment’s commendable conduct whilst serving in India between
1804 and 1823.)

279

Ernst Jünger, Tr. By Michael Hoffman, Storm of Steel (In Stahlgewittern) (London: Penguin,
2004), p. 58.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

266

Ford Madox Ford (Parade’s End, 1924-1928)
Parade’s End is a tetralogy combining four short novels, Some Do Not…, (1924),
No More Parades, (1925), A Man Could Stand Up, (1926) and Last Post, (1928)
powerfully telling of the way in which the Great War affected society in England.
Ford himself enlisted, at the age of forty-one, on the 30th July 1915 and served as
an officer with the Welch (Welsh) Regiment and it’s his story as much as his
characters’. However, it is not a ‘typical’ war novel; it does not concentrate on
detailing the experience of soldiers on the front line, instead Ford gets inside the
characters’ minds to look at the war and society. As with most Great War novels,
there is a love story, but it is passionless. There are scenes in the trenches, but no
battle scenes. It is about the psychological effects on both soldiers, those on the
home front, and society as a whole.
The novels begin before the Great War and end after the Armistice and tell
of the life of Christopher Tietjens, a mathematician and statistician working for
the government. His family are wealthy landowners and his wife, Sylvia, who he
loves dearly, is thoughtless and frivolous; a socialite who seems to want to ruin
him, although she does have moments of compassion. There is a question mark
over the father of Sylvia’s child. Tietjens meets suffragette, Valentine Wannop
and their relationship develops. Tietgens’ consciousness takes precedence in the
tale over the events of the Great War. Christopher Tietjens, could be likened to
Austen’s Mr Darcy.
Ford has set out to paint the tragedies of the Great War as a backdrop to
the social and moral problems of the people together with its psychological
consequences.
In Literature of the 1920s, David Ayers notes that "Parade's End is
virtually alone of the male writing of the 1920s in affirming the ascendance of
women and advocating a course of graceful withdrawal from dominance for
men".280
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Edmund Blunden (Undertones of War, 1928)
Edwin Campion-Vaughan (Some Desperate Glory 1917 published posthumously,
in 1981)
Robert Graves (Goodbye to All That, 1929)
These memoirs all have similar elements and structure as they are written from
diaries kept by the writers. In Chapter XV of Goodbye to All That Robert Graves
recounts the first attack of the Battle of Loos on the 25th September 1915. The
assault was calamitous and he describes it as ‘a bloody balls-up’.281 The same
disastrous tactics were re-employed on the 13th October 1915; nothing had been
learnt. Graves disowned his war poetry and is remembered as a novelist and a
love poet. In contrast, readers of the twenty-first century memoirs have seen later
conflicts and conceivably have a greater understanding of war, not least because
of the work of historians, novelists, playwrights, film-makers and dramatists since
1918.
Frederic Manning (Her Privates We, 1929)
Whilst being classed as fiction, Her Privates We is also autobiographical,
although Manning did try to hide his identity, and assert its authenticity, by
publishing it privately in 1929 as The Middle Parts of Fortune, written by Private
19022. It was not published under his own name until 1943, eight years after he
died.282 It appears ‘anti-staff’ and is crude in places, but written from the heart of
the serving soldier. Her Privates We suggests a marked disillusionment with the
conflict and its attendant mythology and propaganda. Maybe that is why Manning
originally avoided adding his name to the writing of it.
Ernest Hemingway (A Farewell to Arms, 1929)
Ernest Hemingway volunteered in 1918 to be in the ambulance service in Italy
where he was wounded, twice.
A Farewell to Arms is a novel based on his experience and is basically a
love story with the Great War as a backdrop. The story follows American Frederic
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Henry, who is an ambulance driver with the Italian army and British nurse
Catherine Barkley, who is based on a nurse Hemingway fell for in 1918 and who
did not reciprocate his affections.
Hemingway was passionate about big-game hunting, deep-sea fishing and
bullfighting and this is apparent in his writing, which is journalistic in style,
simple and punchy, but the dialogue is ‘flat’, especially when Frederic is trying to
show emotion. Frederic drinks too much and is a deep thinker.
Hemingway suggests disillusionment throughout the narrative and it could
be classed as an anti-war novel. It could also be classed as misogynistic.
When consulting polls of most popular Great War Fiction, Neilson Book
Data’s ‘Evergreen list’ shows Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms as probably the
most. In his introduction to Her Privates We, William Boyd, includes an
estimation by Ernest Hemingway:
The finest and noblest book of men in war that I have ever read. I
read it over once each year to remember how things really were so
that I will never lie to myself nor to anyone else about them.283
Boyd then quotes Hemingway again: ‘I make the truth as I invent it truer
than it would be.’284 Hemingway contradicts himself, which raises the question: is
A Farewell to Arms an authentic representation of the Western Front in 1917?
This reflects the supposition that myths and legends began with the serving
soldiers themselves and Hemingway is openly admitting that he creates his own
truth.
Erich Maria Remarque (All Quiet on the Western Front, 1929)
Remarque’s novel also cannot be included in British Great War fiction, but is a
classic anti-war novel. Its original title was Im Western Nichts Neues (In the West
Nothing New) and in 1929 Arthur Wesley Wheen translated the book and gave it
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its well-known title, which has become a colloquialism and part of the English
language.
Written from the point of view of a young German volunteer, Paul
Bäumer, it tells his story from being encouraged by his school teacher to join the
German army in 1914 through every atrocity associated with the Great War.
Remarque himself only spent a short time on the Western Front, and the book
gives a series of vignettes encompassing every horror of the conflict including rats
and carrying his wounded friend to safety, only to see him die. The finale sees
Paul feeling despondent about the future. He says that peace is coming soon, but
feels that he and his comrades are a ‘lost generation’. He is killed at the end of the
novel and a report from the frontline is that “all is quiet on the Western Front”,
suggesting that Paul, and all the other casualties, are an insignificant part of the
war.
The book was banned and burnt by the Nazis (unlike Ernst Jünger’s novel)
and Remarque left Germany for America.
Henry Williamson (The Wet Flanders Plain, 1929), (The Patriot’s Progress,
1930), (How Dear is Life, 1954), (A Fox Under My Cloak, 1955), (The Golden
Virgin, 1957) (Love and the Loveless, 1958) (A Test to Destruction, 1960)
A large number of novels about the war are autobiographical. Probably the most
prolific of such writers was Henry Williamson, who wrote repeatedly about the
conflict for four decades. His first ‘war book’, The Wet Flanders Plain (1929),
composed from his diary notes, gives an apparently honest account of his time in
Flanders in 1917. His novel, The Patriot’s Progress (1930) is a simpler account,
written by Williamson to tell someone else’s tale: that of a fictional character,
Private John Bullock. The soldier’s name suggests representation of a traditional,
steadfast Englishman, derived from John Bull, and perhaps developed into
Bullock, as castrated cattle are always slaughtered. Williamson was originally
asked to write captions to accompany a set of lino prints by the Australian artist
and war veteran, William Kermode; these prints became the illustrations for the
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book.285 In English Fiction and Drama of The Great War, 1918-1939 John Onions
writes of The Patriot’s Progress: ‘It would be foolish to search the opening pages
for richness of detail or subtlety of implication.’286 It is indeed a straightforward, if
bitterly ironic tale of a young soldier’s experience, which Williamson did not wish
to write as it delayed his own writing. In the Epigraph of The Patriot’s Progress
dated 6 February, 1959, he noted:
I rather resented having written this text around Kermode’s cuts, for
the thought of it helped to delay my own books on the war. But
when I came to write the sequent novels (How Dear is Life, A Fox
Under My Cloak, The Golden Virgin, Love and the Loveless and A
Test to Destruction), I found that I didn’t want to use one sentence of
P.P. prose in their pages, as I had thought during the years 19301950. In fact, on re-reading the book, I found it mannered to the antiStaff period of the infantryman’s war of 1915-1917. I wanted to
write balanced novels; the Staff also had their problems.287
Private Bullock’s service number is 19023; a tongue-in-cheek
representation of the British Everyman as Frederic Manning’s pseudonym when
he first published Her Privates We as The Middle Parts of Fortune, (1929) was
his service number, Private 19022.
The two novels, whilst both using an ordinary soldier as their principal
character, are otherwise dissimilar in that The Patriot’s Progress uses familiar,
well-documented ground and John Bullock is a deliberately nondescript everyman
(the novel echoes John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress) whilst Bourne in Her
Privates We is an individual represented with all his personal traits, clothed in the
detail.
From Williamson’s writing it seems the balance is tipped in favour of the
Officer (Staff); even the language is that of an Officer. In A Fox Under My Cloak
285
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(1955) he writes about Loos, but of the events of the 25th September, although on
page 388 there is one paragraph that begins:
Early the next morning, the 13th October, the guns were booming
upon the dull eastern horizon as Phillip set out for rail-head. The new
attack had begun from Hohenzollern Redoubt on the north, to Bois
Hugo in the south.288
Williamson always wanted a recognisable, respected hero in his works.
Eric Hiscock, author of The Bells of Hell Go Ting-a-Ling-a-Ling (1976) described
Williamson as ‘an oddball’ who was ‘always, like Byron, saying “I want a
hero”’.289
After Reading The Patriot’s Progress T. E. Lawrence wrote to
Williamson: ‘to do a war-book is very hard now, after all that has been written,
but yours survives as a thing of its own.’ After mentioning Williamson’s most
famous novel, Tarka the Otter, he then compares The Patriot’s Progress with Her
Privates We by Frederic Manning. The Patriot’s Progress he describes as the
story of ‘natural man, making no great eyes at his sudden crisis,’ and Her Privates
We as ‘showing the adventure of a queer dilettante, at grips with normal man in
abnormal circumstances.’290
Helen Zenna-Smith (Not So Quiet… Stepdaughters of War, 1930)
Not So Quiet…Stepdaughters of War reads like a memoir as the main character is
Smithy (Helen Smith) and Helen Zenna-Smith is the pseudonym of Evadne Price
(1896-1985). It was first published in Great Britain1930 and re-published by the
Feminist Press in 1989 with an Afterword by Jane Marcus. This is the story of a
group of women ambulance drivers working in the Ypres Salient. It is also set in
1915. Smithy is intentionally stereotypical, twenty-three years old, from a middleclass background and, like her fellow drivers, had to pay for the privilege of
288
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driving wounded soldiers through freezing, pitiless conditions with hardly any
sleep or decent food. Smithy’s close friend dies whilst driving her ambulance and
attitudes change. Smithy ends up peeling carrots as it is a safer place to be. It is
feminist and an anti-war classic, which has an underlying thread relating to ‘the
body’.291
Vera Brittain (Testament of Youth, 1933)
The title of the novel: Heroism in the Abstract was inspired by the words of
Roland Leighton, Brittain’s fiancé.292 Leighton began his officer training with the
Leicestershire Regiment, but was offered a commission with the Norfolk
Regiment with whom he served before being killed in action. Unsurprisingly,
Brittain’s writing is both intellectual and heart-felt. She tells of her VAD work
throughout the war and the book is feminist in its portrayal of youth in the early
twentieth century.
Susan Hill (Strange Meeting, 1971)
Susan Hill’s Strange Meeting is written with personal feeling as the author’s Great
Uncle, the only brother in a family with eight sisters, was killed in action on his
nineteenth birthday at the Battle of the Somme. His death affected the whole
family and this personal insight gives the book a gritty, authentic tone.
Furthermore, it may have the emotional edge of being about the death of volunteer
soldiers rather than conscripts.293 Additionally, Susan Hill’s self-confessed
disinterest in long, panoramic historical novels gave her the licence to ‘write a
novel of the war in microcosm, to create a small world within the great one of the
whole war.’294 It is a novel of relationships, veiled in a certain mystery - were
Hillard and Barton homosexual? What was their actual relationship? Susan Hill
states that she too has asked these questions, and that it is a novel about human
love. I do not think this novel has influenced my writing, but Susan Hill does
291
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achieve the ‘small world within the great one of the whole war’. Hill is also
specific rather than vague on place, names and even types of shell.
Richard Burns (A Dance for the Moon, 1986)
The setting of A Dance for the Moon is a private sanatorium in 1920 where David
Goodchild, a poet, is treated for shell shock. The writing is beautiful: Richard
Burns was a poet; the narrative includes poems and the prose is poetic. The
structure is inverted in that Richard Burns wrote in the first-person, present tense
for David Goodchild’s past, trauma experiences and third-person, past tense for
the story of his time in the sanatorium. This is unusual for Great War fiction and
demonstrates the use of speech in therapy as the reader soon realises that the firstperson present tense episodes are when David is receiving therapy through
recounting his demons. The book shows that shell-shock affecting officers, like
David Goodchild, was, to some extent recognised. The Privates had to find their
own treatment and Brough, a railway worker says: ‘Officers got shellshock,
Privates got drunk.’295 The research is meticulous and details such as the regiment
being the Derbyshires focus the reader’s mind on the fact that these men have a
home and family waiting for them. The book is about betrayal and one passage
that spoke to me, as the reader, of the fear and horror David experienced is in
Chapter Four.
There’s a whistle, but we haven’t ever done this sort of thing before.
Not for real. We nudge each other and look around, but the officers
and NCOs climb the parapet, and the sergeant swears himself blind.
No one wants to go, and no one stays behind. Like sheep going over a
cliff. The parapet is sticky with blood and other things even less
nice.296
An earlier passage in the novel, where David Goodchild is on a train with
his mother, in a similar manner to Frederic Manning, reflects Shakespeare. In The
295
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Merchant of Venice Portia speaks that: ‘the quality of mercy, is not strained, it
droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath. It is twice
blest’.297 In A Dance for the Moon David’s mother studies the clouds instead of
her son. ‘The quality of the clouds is most strange, she discovered: they are hard
and yet soft, pewter that is flaccid, and they do not diminish when they shed their
rain.’298 The final scene is disturbing and shocking, but beautifully written. A
Dance for the Moon is a paradigm of Great War fiction, and it is regretful that few
have heard of this remarkable novel. Richards Burns was himself a troubled soul
who took his own life on the 31st August 1992. He empathises with how the
poets, the war’s most sensitive comrades, felt as victims of the violence they
experienced.

Pat Barker (The Regeneration Trilogy: Regeneration, 1991, The Eye in the Door,
1993, The Ghost Road, 1995)
Regeneration by Pat Barker began a fresh and different approach to Great War
fiction. This meticulously-researched novel uses characters based on real people
alongside fictional ones. Regeneration begins with the factual character of Rivers,
discussing the arrival of Siegfried Sassoon and referring to him as a ‘conchie’.
William Halse Rivers was an anthropologist, ethnologist, neurologist and
psychiatrist. He pioneered the treatment of soldiers with post traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), known as shell-shock, from the Great War and was the first to
use speech as a therapy. He treated officers at Craiglockhart War Hospital in
Scotland where Siegfried Sassoon was his most famous patient; they became lifelong friends. When Sassoon arrives at Craiglockhart, accompanied by Robert
Graves, the reader knows at this point that Graves and Sassoon have a strong
friendship. Sassoon also develops a relationship with Wilfred Owen. These are all
historical figures whom Pat Barker uses to tell her remarkable story. She then
introduces Billy Prior, a fictional character, as another of Rivers’s patients and she
moves the story on using Prior as the main character through The Eye in the Door
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(1993) and The Ghost Road (1995). The focus returns to Rivers in the third book
and both characters become principals in the final narrative.
Regeneration is written with lightly-worn research. It has a dense
historical background and dialogue is lengthy. The novel concentrates on the
deeper, psychological aspects and consequences of war and gives a voice to rebels
and dissidents enlightened to the ineffectuality and pity of war.
Sebastian Faulks (Birdsong 1993)
Neilson Book Data’s ‘Evergreen list’ of popular Great War Fiction shows
Birdsong to be alongside Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms. 299
The book is well plotted and easy to read. However, Birdsong is
essentially a love story and the writing does lack detail. As a reader with a
detailed knowledge of aspects of the conflict, I wanted to know where the events
were taking place, when it was happening and more about the regiment. I would
also have appreciated greater accuracy where quotidian detail is concerned.
Faulks’s novel has drawn on earlier memoir to create his narrative, for example,
Henry Williamson describes men bathing in mash tubs and getting clean clothing
afterwards in The Patriot’s Progress.300 Sebastian Faulks describes the same
action in Birdsong, but in greater detail, embellishing the bathing scene and the
futility of it as lice had returned within hours, metaphorically equating it to the
futility of the war.301
The story begins in Amiens in 1910 and the central character is an officer,
Stephen Wraysford. He moves to Ypres in 1916 and then takes part in the earlymorning offensive, which was the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 1st July
1916. Sebastian Faulks paints the attack using the violence as his brush, refers to
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well-known places such as Amiens, Arras, Thiepval and names battles such as
The Somme and Verdun as cornerstones to uphold the narrative. One poignant
event, on page 304, is how Faulks shows the humanity amid the brutality of war.
A canary, used to detect the presence of poison gas, escapes its cage and
Wraysford, cannot allow it to remain free lest it betray the presence of his men to
the Germans. He tells Weir, the Sapper, to kill it. Although both men have killed
other human beings in battle, neither can kill the bird and those three pages, for
me, are the most powerful in the entire novel; the tension is agonising.302 The
story comes to an end with the cliché of an unconvincing situation underground,
which is, however, predictable as the novel is set around the sappers who dug the
underground tunnels. Germans ironically rescue Stephen Wraysford on Armistice
Day. In Birdsong, the central character is an officer, the regiment fictitious and the
locations sometimes unclear. As a reader I felt I wanted greater precision of dates
and places for authenticity and sense of realism. It failed to tell me anything I did
not already know.
Theresa Breslin (Remembrance, 2002)
Remembrance begins in 1915 and ends in 1918. Facts are given throughout the
story to great effect. However, at the end of chapter seven, also the end of 1915,
the Housekeeper’s two sons are ‘missing’. When asked where they were stationed
the reply is:
‘They are not supposed to say,’ said Annie, ‘but some of the
lads write home using codes, and Helen’s brothers told her the
name of the place. It is somewhere in Belgium – near a place
called Loos.’
This may have been written to show that Annie, who cannot read,
represents the less-educated people in England and Scotland who did not
understand the geography of the Western Front, or it is simply inaccurate; Loos en
Gohelle is in France. Another possibility for the reader is to bring in the fact that
302
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the Battle of Loos took place and was a catastrophic disaster. Loos is thirty miles
south of the Belgian border and as the people at home knew that ‘Gallant Little
Belgium’ was where the fighting began, they might find it more comprehensible.
In the last chapter the boys are found and categorised as killed in action.
Chapter Twelve begins: ‘The Military Service Act was enforced on 9
February 1916, compelling single men and childless widowers between the ages
of eighteen and forty-one to enlist.’ The Military Service Act was passed in
January 1916 and conscription began on 2nd March 1916.303 This raises the
question as to what ‘enforced’ means as well as leading us to wonder how
accurate a story with a strong emotional pull, needs to be.
John Jackson (Private 12768, Memoir of a Tommy 2004).
Originally written in 1926, the memoir is based on the diary Jackson kept from
August 1914 through to 1918. As a memoir, it is not unique, but the undertones
are different; he writes with enthusiasm and does not regard the war as bleak, but
is proud to tell his story. He served with the 1st Battalion Cameron Highlanders
and Chapter Twelve is entitled The Battle of Loos; this refers to the first 25th
September offensive when the Cameron Highlanders were involved. At the end of
the chapter he describes the battlefield as having a 'wrecked and battered
appearance. Dead men and horses lay everywhere.'304 In Chapter Thirteen, Some
Trench Fighting he wrote: 'There was still heavy fighting in the region of Loos
and day-by-day the guns were sullenly booming in front of us.' This was on the
13th October 1915.305 Jackson’s memoir was written by a Private, but the attack
on the Hohenzollern Redoubt is not included. However, his description of the
appearance of the battlefield and dead horses did enable me to write descriptively
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of the landscape and aided in writing Chapter Thirty-two, Tigers, and the scene
where dead horses lie in ditches.306
Sebastian Barry (A Long, Long Way, 2005)
A Long, Long Way by Sebastian Barry is the tragic tale of an Irishman fighting
with the British Army and seen by the nationalists as a traitor. The dialogue is
written so that the reader can hear the dialect as the characters speak. One short
paragraph does both these things; the accent is evident and an explanation of Irish
Home rule given in a dialogue between Jesse Kirwan and the protagonist, Willie
Dunne. It is given in a way that keeps the reader interested without slowing up the
story:
“Ah Jesus, Willie. That’s different altogether. You’re a volunteer for
fucking Kitchener. You can’t be this thick. Look it, boy. The Ulster
Volunteers were set up by Carson to resist Home Rule. So then the
Irish Volunteers were set up to resist them, if necessary.. then the war
came, as you may have noticed, and most of the Irish Volunteers did
as Redmond said and came into the war, because Home Rule was as
good as it got. But a few broke away and that’s who you saw on the
lovely streets of Dublin! Of course, Willie, the Ulster Volunteers came
in too, but not for Home Rule, for God’s sake. But for King and
country and everything kept as it is. You see now?”307
This question is directed at the reader as much as Willie and it is an
example of delivering facts without it becoming an ‘information dump’.
A Long, Long Way is not just a war novel, it paints the background to the
Irish uprising in 1916. It is written from the viewpoint of a Private, and he would
have been at Loos in September 1915, but there are no specifics to give the reader
a timeline.
Thomas James Higgins (Tommy at Gommecourt, 2005)
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Tommy at Gommecourt is a short memoir, published as recently as 2005 and is the
diary of Lance Corporal Thomas James Higgins of the 1/5 North Staffordshire
Regiment. The North Staffords were part of the 46th North Midland Division, as
were the Leicestershire Regiment, the Regiment in Heroism in the Abstract, but
Tommy Higgins was not at Loos he was still in England, at a camp in Grantham.
His diary entry for November 1915 reads: ‘The Battalion sent the first draft of
men to France now. The 1/5 North Staffs had been smashed up in an attack at
Hulloch, so our Battalion made them up again.’308
The attack at Hulloch involved the North Staffords who were supporting
the 1/4th Leicesters as they tried to recapture the Hohenzollern Redoubt.309
Ben Elton (The First Casualty, 2005)
Ben Elton’s satirical novel set in 1917, The First Casualty, is another book where
homosexuality, a once taboo topic and illegal at the time the novel is set,
punishable by imprisonment or, by death sentence on the Western Front, is an
integral part of the story. The First Casualty has a few similarities with Pat
Barker’s novels including shell-shock and a celebrated poet. The difference here
is that the casualty is not a human being, but the truth. It seems as though the
author tried to incorporate every contentious subject he could into the novel:
shell-shock, homosexuality, murder, conscientious objectors, psychopaths. The
element that appears to be lacking is historical accuracy. For example, in Chapter
Ten, Field Punishment No. 1, Hopkins is given the punishment, and the line upon
which the chapter ends is: ‘Hopkins hung upon the wheel all day.’310 This is an
exaggeration as this punishment lasted for up to two hours each day, but could be
enforced over a number of days.311
Anne Perry (No Graves as Yet, 2004), (Shoulder the Sky, 2004),
(Angels in the Gloom, 2005), (At Some Disputed Barricade, 2007), (We Shall Not
Sleep, 2007)
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Anne Perry’s series of Great War novels follow an army Chaplain, Joseph
Reavley, through each year of the war. These are tales of mystery or murder,
which the Chaplain always solves. There are few specifics and little locational or
historical detail. When I spoke to Perry to ask what her advice would be for
writing a good Great-War novel she said: “just stick to the story, nothing should
get in the way, keep to the story.” Anne Perry is another author who was
established before writing Great War fiction.
Pat Barker (Life Class, 2007 and Toby’s Room, 2012)
Pat Barker’s later novels, Life Class (2007) and Toby’s Room (2012) have the
Great War as their timeframe and background and often use real people alongside
fictional characters in the same way as Regeneration. They both tell the story of
the relationship between Elinor Brooke and Paul Tarrant, based on landscape
artist Paul Nash, and focus on facial reconstructive surgery rather than the shellshock of her earlier novels. Their relationship is troubled throughout and they
never do become ‘a couple’.
Arthur Graeme West (Diary of a Dead Officer: Being the Posthumous Papers of
Arthur Graeme West, 2007)
Arthur West was an Oxford Scholar and enlisted as a Private in the Public
Schools Battalion in January 1915. He then served with the Oxfordshire and
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, becoming a Second Lieutenant in August 1916.
He was shot by a sniper near Bapaume on the 3rd April 1917. His diary is
optimistic, his poetry disparaging. At the end of his introduction to the book Nigel
Jones writes:
To take just one passage – his account of unearthing comrades buried
alive by a shell, and his finding them, the living, the dead and the
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mad, covered in soil like so many potatoes – is to realise what an
outstanding witness of war we lost with West’s death.312

Harry Patch and Richard Van Emden (The Last Fighting Tommy: The Life of
Harry Patch, The Only Surviving Veteran of the Trenches, 2007)
Henry Allingham with Dennis Goodwin, M.B.E (Kitchener’s Last Volunteer: The
Life of Henry Allingham, the Oldest Veteran of the Great War, 2008)
Harry Patch and Henry Allingham both died in July 2009; Harry was 111 and
Henry, 113. Their memoirs offer a more contemporary style than those produced
just after the Armistice. Perhaps the scenes were fresher in the memories of Henry
Williamson and Robert Graves, and they may have needed to exaggerate the
events so that their readership knew the atrocities they had faced. Harry Patch’s
and Henry Allingham’s memoirs reflect this whilst remaining focused on their
own, sharply remembered, experiences.
John Lewis-Stemple (The Short and Gallant Life of the British Officer in the First
World War, 2011)
John Lewis-Stemple’s well-researched book uses first-hand accounts, letters and
diaries to elucidate their situations. The book illustrates how these young men
rarely lived long enough to write their memoirs, though their diaries, letters and
poetry have been published on occasion.
Louisa Young (My Dear I Wanted to Tell You, 2011)
My Dear I Wanted to Tell You is similar to Birdsong as it is a love story between
Riley Purefoy, a boy living in a working-man’s cottage in the back streets of
London and Nadine Waveney, a well-to-do young lady, a class above Riley. This
book centres around Passchendaele and 1917 having also taken in July 1916 and
312
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the Somme, where Riley is an officer and his letters are written with an educated
hand. The comments for this book all focus on the emotional trauma and the
detailed prose. She describes the facial reconstruction in intricate detail, whilst
ironically contrasting the work done on wounded soldiers with Julia Locke, the
Captain’s wife, paying for facial treatments to keep her attractive for her
husband’s return. The Independent on Sunday says: ‘This is the finest Great War
novel since Susan Hill’s Strange Meeting’ whilst the Mail on Sunday says:
‘Others have been here before, of course, from Sebastian Faulks to Pat Barker, but
Young belongs in their company.’313 Her writing is, in some ways, similar to Pat
Barker’s, for example in her clever use of metaphor, In a similar way to my novel,
she gives places and dates at the beginning of each chapter, which helps the reader
to appreciate events more accurately. She uses multiple viewpoints and whilst
Riley Purefoy is the central character around whom the other main characters
revolve, so many ‘lead’ characters can be disconcerting.
The way the war affected the injured both physically and psychologically
has become a central issue for recent works, perhaps mirroring a broader
contemporary concern with the psychological and physical legacies of conflict,
and the growing visible charities such as Help for Heroes and St. Dunstan’s.
Elizabeth Speller (At Break of Day, 2013)
At Break of Day has four main characters and four viewpoints, which was
confusing at times. These characters are all young men, from four different
backgrounds who join up and on 1st July 1916 are all awaiting the start of the
Battle of the Somme. The main arc of the novel is in the title: At Break of Day 7.30 a.m. 1st July 1916, the Battle of the Somme.
Judith Allnatt (The Moon Field, 2014)
Judith Allnatt’s book is probably the closest I have found to Heroism in the
Abstract in that it is set in the early years of the war and is mostly about a Private
rather than an Officer. It tells the story of a young postal worker, George Farrell,
who is swept away with the enthusiasm of enlistment in 1914. The descriptions of
313

Review comments fronting the novel.

Karen Ette
Heroism in the Abstract: A Novel and Critical Analysis of the Research

283

place are stunning, but there is little accurate detail, although regiments and
battalions are named. The Moon Field is a love story; one unrequited and one
eventually fulfilled. The book also tackles facial reconstruction as George is badly
wounded and has to wear a tin mask to cover his face. Unlike Private Adcock in
Heroism in the Abstract George Farrell is discharged and has to find work whilst
the war continues. Allnatt’s viewpoint does jump around, but I did not find this
too disconcerting. It is not as deep as Barker or Young, but is a good, easy-to-read
novel.
Martin Pegler (Soldiers’ Songs and Slang of the Great War, 2014)
In Soldiers’ Songs and Slang of the Great War Martin Pegler notes that the earlier
1931 version, Songs and Slang of the British Soldier by John Brophy and Eric
Partridge was, out of necessity, incomplete as they omitted that which was
considered too crude for the readership of the time. The educated, middle-class
officers, who had experienced little of the working-class language, found such
language and sentiments difficult to accept.
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Appendix II
Journey of the 1/4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment from 2nd
March 1915 to 13th October 1915

1. Le Havre -> 2. Rest Camp 6, on ‘a huge hill overlooking the sea -> 3. Cassel
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-> 3. Cassel -> 4. Zuytpeene -> 5. Rouge Croix -> 6. Strazeele (9 March) ->
-> 7. Sailly-sur-la-Lys (for Neuve Chappelle) -> 8. Bac St.Maur (Battle of St Eloi)
-> 9. Steenwerck (16 March) ->10. Croix du Bac -> 11. Armentières (Le Bizet)
-> 12. back to Steenwerck ->13. Dranouter 3 April – 21 May ->
-> 14. Kemmel Hill (22 June) -> 15. Ouderdom -> 16. Sanctuary Wood ->
-> 17. Hill 60 -> 18. Dickebusch and Abelee -> (train to) 19. Fouquereuil ->
-> 20. Gonnehem (France) -> 21. Hesdigneul -> 22. Vermelles ->
-> 23. The Frontline Trenches near Loos-en-Gohelle.
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Leicester
The journey of the 1/4th Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment when they left
the Barracks and marched through the town to the Midland Station on Saturday,
16th January 1915.
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The route David took when he cycled from Syston to Bushby on Sunday, 9th
August 1914.
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The images here are by kind permission of Peter J. W. Folkers from his website:
Pierre’s Photo Impressions of the Western Front.314
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