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On a hurried leave toward the end of October I made directly for Somerset and the old vicarage where Aunt Louisa, her letter had wryly forewarned, might now have become a shameless invalid, one limb and another lately going insubordinate. My jangle on the iron bell got a sing-song cry from within and had her tugging open the door, effusive as ever. A stay of the one brief night she would not have; confirmation of great-nephew David’s appointment to the curacy of a High Church parish in Berkshire had rejoiced the heart and eased the bones. So she laid out a leisurely tea in the conservatory, adjusted the bamboo chairs and the damask cushions, and we enjoyed the warmth of the mellow autumn sun. She enthused on the place of ceremony, the nature of ritual, and I was able to assure her that in three years of Army chaplaincy I had found my Broad Church principles to be robustly serviceable, alongside the disciplines and observances of assorted colleagues; and in supporting the men, officer and ranker, whose only discipline might be the drills, the rules and regulations, of the Army itself. We admired the greens and yellows of the hardy shrubs glowing beyond the panes of glass. Her reflection was a burnished pink; for a moment I saw the hale and lively aunt of my childhood.

‘Ritual always has meaning, Philip. From the earliest times. Always meaning.’

My smile was overmuch courtesy and too little conviction.

‘Smiling won’t do.’ But she smiled herself. ‘Ritual puts a large matter into a lesser space. You were taught so, at college. Symbols. A symbol is a great thing written small, for human sense and inspiration. Look at your Ypres. All of Belgium is there, in that little corner of the country.’

Across the lawn Robert from the village had straightened up at his scything, a final mow before the threat of frost, one supposed, and was wiping the blade. Not a necessary action perhaps, rather a symbol of sorts, to show the thorough workman; or, by his faint wince, a relieving of the back. A symbol may lie merely in the eye of the beholder. Not Ypres though. Ypres looms starkly in the eyes of the world. A Belgian doctor had said, as our dressing-station came under shell-fire, ‘To die here at Ypres, Mr Glover, I will accept that, for the history books.’

The grass was thick and lush this year, yes, the silage for Robert’s old mare would last into the spring and save many a sack of oats. In former days the vicarage had been a manse, with ground enough to rear a big family. Even so the remaining half-acre yielded generously, Robert doing wonders in the vegetable plots each turn of the calendar page and the dozen beehives ensuring pollination of the pear-blossom in April, the apple in May. The rows of jars in the pantry glistered, the honey many-hued, from palest lemon through apricot to rich amber – ‘You were always a boy for colours’ – extracted with utmost patience by fearless Mr Drage, who at eighty laboured on and now had finished the double quilting of the hives against the cold months. He knew cider and perry too, and cordials and wines, and chafed to see fruits here and there on the boughs not fallen, oblivious of their purpose in this world. Bees were otherwise, never minding the removal of the last of the honeycombs at Michaelmas, later if the season continued benign, and accepting the sugar-syrup as their nourishment without quibble.

‘Your father used to do most of the work, you know. Then the new church was built, all soulless brick fetched in by the railway, when the village spread the other side of the station. So he retired to Wiltshire, to Malmesbury, and his studies.’ There had been a little money, from an old bequest; and some from the Church; and also from our mother’s passing. That had been a difficult time for my brother, Cyril. I had appeared and his mother was gone. ‘Such a brave boy! You are two fine boys, Philip. Elderly aunts need their dear nephews.’ Somerset too was dear, and time-honoured, its countryside and its towns, and glorious Wells; and Exeter in Devon, and Gloucester, cathedral cities all three and she had shown us around them in our long summer holidays.

‘We played cricket when we came to see you, with the village lads. One of their uncles was foreman at the iron mines, over in the Brendon Hills. He took us there. A tunnel into the hillside, sloping upward so as to drain the water out, they said. Giant men – trucks rumbling! Dark and sinister, to a ten-year-old.’

‘You were imaginative boys, growing up. You loved the hills. Coleridge and Wordsworth you were, for a while.’

How could one not aspire to be a poet, gazing out from Wills Neck and Bagborough Hill, out from the Quantocks across the Vale of Taunton? Yet we wrote nothing. Cyril said that a young man having about him a book of verses is as beloved of the Muses as the poet himself. So we read The Ancient Mariner and walked to Nether Stowey and wondered at the press of boats in Watchet Harbour. But why, says Cyril, did Coleridge speak of a kirk, as the mariner came home to his own country, and not a church? And how could Shelley say that poets are the world’s unacknowledged legislators? Poets – Cyril soon declared – are men permitted to be silly without fear of incarceration. He was going off to law school and plain truths and realities. Youth may be footloose and have its term of wildness, its French Revolution – ‘Bliss to be alive!’ – but soon must come Ode to Duty. Radicals for a year or two, Wordsworth and Coleridge both, and then steady as yeoman or burgher a lifetime. As for poet-legislators, I had yet to discover Solon the Athenian and when I did so Cyril had passed beyond the reach of ancient exemplars.

‘You retained the poet’s mind, Philip. You said that the albatross was an image of the profound sacredness of life. Its death was a rupture in the universal order, to be healed by the mariner’s suffering. Cyril was right for the Law. You were right for the Church.’

‘Father used to say, “If you can do nothing virtuous each single day then do something interesting.” I think we do, Aunt, in our modest way. Cyril will be no barrister or judge and I no bishop!’

‘There never was a stuffed shirt in the family, Philip, that I recall.’

The weather holding dry next morning, though overcast, and my visit being duly spun out, I asserted the claim of a man of two-and-thirty to a spell of honest exercise, and joined Robert and his grandsons at their lifting of the last patch of potatoes. The crop was for Robert’s household and an old neighbour; Miss Louisa was partial to a carrot or parsnip, or even a bit of swede, but potatoes were food for men and lads. They showed me, Tom and Albert, their collection of stones and pieces of rock, round and flat and no shape at all, white and grey and pink and brown. Some of them had been got in the Mendip Hills and Cheddar Gorge, on a trip the school once did; most were from nearby rutted lanes and out of the stream.

‘We’ve otters back now,’ said Tom. ‘We took photos, for the class.’

‘And what will that do for the trout?’ said Robert. ‘It’s all sport for their brains, with their books. But you can’t eat pebbles on a winter’s night. Tom says Cheddar is called carboniferous. I say it’s cheese. King Edward is the old king that’s gone, to most. In this house, it’s these fat pink tubers.’ He put a few of them into a bag along with the carrots. His daughter Vicky would persuade Miss Louisa to have a slice or two with Sunday’s belly pork and apple sauce, when she called over to do the chores.

‘A look at our boys says we know how to eat, I tell the good lady. Not that their mother would have them grow up too soon, sir. You understand.’

*

Emerging from the station at Paddington I quickly gained Edgware Road and was swept down into Oxford Street by a brisk north-westerly that cleared the skies and gave brilliance to the London thoroughfares. It was a pleasure to stride out and pass before shop after shop, windows intact, doors and lintels in place, storeys rising one above another. All was straight and regular, undisturbed, albeit the solemnly shuffling queues were perhaps longer than when I cabbed through earlier in the year. That had been a strange and a difficult commission, and yet successful, as Corporal Whetton returned to his unit in company of myself and his sergeant without charge. This man’s hardships – wife and children very sick, an image still sharp – I had believed real and severe. The removal of doubt was a satisfaction, to chaplain and sergeant alike.

I reached Bloomsbury and sat awhile in Bedford Square, and I strolled beneath the fluttering remnants of foliage on the lofty planes, richly tinted, emulating the trunks’ mottled bark; the broad leaves gave the majestic tree its name, platanos, as the broad shoulders of Aristocles are said to have earned him the epithet Plato. It was a scene for rumination. The quiet streets exuded contentment, even wisdom. The steps of the British Museum rising to the massive pillars in the Ionic order compelled a pause, as long ago I had paused at the foot of the Parthenon, aglow with Athens warmth and English ardour. A young officer on a dull evening entertained the mess with a nice conceit, that the British Isles are to north-west Europe what Greece has been to the south-east: we have our Tempest and Gulliver and Crusoe, they have Odysseus and Jason; ocean peoples both, he said, stout men of the high seas. It was a bold image, to be held aloft and borne through into the Grecian chambers.

‘The Arthur Evans discoveries on Crete, sir? At the Ashmolean, the majority of them, Oxford.’

They were, of course, the Minoan artefacts – the doctors had told me there might be an occasional lapse of memory, after the wounding. Fellow student Johnson had gone there, to Oxford, abandoning theology for classical history. Would he now be able to say, stood here before me and I recalling his face and manner, who the Minoans were? They were not Myceneans, not Homer’s “long-haired Achaeans”. Traders, yes, perhaps early Phoenicians, merchant relations of the Hebrews? Or Egyptians – a noble family exiled by some sneering Shelleyan Pharaoh, with their kin and servants and beasts, and pots and bowls, in ships, flat-bottomed for the Nile but on the open seas hazardous; ships that would become over the generations large and deep-keeled, and numerous, the grandest of fleets. Doubtless there was philosophy too, aided by their perfecting the grape and the olive; wine to free the faculties and oil to lighten the darkness. Sadly their script was elemental and left no discourse to shape for us their fancies and reasonings, no Plato…

It was a fine bust, as the attendant said. So were they all. Yet I had the displays largely to myself as I wandered the rooms in the deepening quiet. What matters the past, under the crushing weight of the present? And quietness? There are sorts and classes of quietness: the cease of gunfire, escape from a crowded mess-hut into still air, the moments that follow the last word of divine service. Quietness that is too pure becomes silence. The utter silence of stone – of graded plinth and fluted column, of limb forever poised, mantle forever furled – becomes oppressive. As I went out through the great doors, a man and a woman were gazing up at the pediment, at the statuary, and attempting to read the inscription. I caught a Flemish word or two – refugees, of middling age, well attired though soberly. My nod was returned and I spoke out the words for them: ‘Man emerging from savagery through the influence of Religion.’ They thanked me and passed inside.

High Holborn, as I marched along its broad pavements, was bathed in the aroma of rich tobacco, and I saw my brother, Cyril, with his briar pipe and his round face, and his wife, Henrietta, and their three daughters. Again they had been missed, my young nieces and old Malmesbury. The next leave must be longer; no man is indispensable, the hospital will continue its work. On Ludgate Hill the locomotives hissed over the viaduct, pulling hard, not carriages and people but wagons and goods. I turned aside into a public house and requested a barley wine of the young woman behind the pumps.

‘There you are, Captain. Padres are all captains, sir, my sister says.’

‘We don’t use the rank. It’s honorary.’

‘What’s that mean?’ She was forward of manner, in the innocent way some women have of holding on to their childhood.

‘I suppose it means that we’re unarmed. We don’t fight.’ Was there once a man I defended – stood over him on the ground – and the German lowered the bayonet and faded into the mist?

My kit-bag had grown heavy; I eased it to the floor while sandwiches were called up from the back. The establishment was busy enough and had its share of khaki. I was content to stay at the bar until a seat should come free. Two plates appeared, the smaller with a slice of cake.

‘What d’you think, sir? I’m deciding I might go.’

Her words carried no sense of obligation, which indeed they should not. I was glad of the thick bread to munch on; there was no ready answer.

‘A nurse, I mean. I’m not sure I could do it. They say the country girls are better. Animals, you know. My sister Sarah’s gone to the land work. She says there’s less to eat out there than here in London. Unless you like boiled dandelions.’

‘There’s a need,’ I said.

‘I see the lads come in here. Leg gone. It’s not much, is it, serving ale. Mostly to old gents.’

‘The old gents are looking after wives and daughters, children…’

She nodded agreeably, a cheerful woman. Stepping smiling into a hospital ward, her work for the men would be already half done. I told her so, and to have no fear, as she made room for me by a corner with a brisk hand. The fireplace was empty, but I took warmth in a second barley and enjoyed the hubbub.

‘It was easy talking to you, sir,’ she said as I returned plates and glass to the counter. ‘The soldier customers just want a laugh and a song. Can’t stand here and blame them.’

By indulgence and sloth I had let slip the service at St Paul’s, and must be satisfied with a turn about the place. The tremendous size of this most elegant of English churches makes one forget almost that the former cathedral was even larger, the greatest of Gothic edifices, the spire taller than Ulm’s, Cologne’s. Now all we have left of that medieval wonder are a few stones, lying before the south portal where the word RESURGAM holds in a mere eight characters an immensity of hope, strength and virtue. Within all is timeless. There is no heed nor care for the alarums and vagaries of the hour. And all things here are familiar, if not to be called friends, which might be vainglorious, then respected acquaintances. The figure of Dean John Donne was the only piece of statuary to survive the Great Fire undamaged. Nearby are masonry fragments from the Temple of Jerusalem, as is said. The beautiful Light of the World is an act of devotion by the painter equal to any of the labours and pieties of us churchmen; equal and beyond.

Twilight had fallen quickly and hushed the streets as clouds crept in low and turbid; there would be no Gotha bombers over London tonight. The omnibus I hailed and boarded in Cheapside was dimly but welcomingly lit. I sat behind the driver and I marvelled at the competence as his bony head jerked and his sinewed neck twisted, and the throbbing machine was urged forward into the gloom at a pace to gratify a traveller now weary of walking and ready for the comfort of the booked hotel. At the desk I signed the register and was handed a telegram. It was from Aunt Louisa. Great-nephew David had thrown up his curacy and enlisted as a private soldier in the Royal Berkshires. I collected the key and an evening paper and climbed the stairs to my allotted room.

*

A dearth of shipping at Folkestone had brought movements to a near standstill that induced, as I wandered the quays, a sense of limbo. After the browns and greens of Kent’s farmlands had come the abrupt whiteness of the cliffs and a tightening of nerves as embarkation loomed; and then the blankness of a wide, pale sky and a sea void and sombre. And so one reflects on the use made of this short release from duty. Each visit back to England, since the first in the winter of 1914/15, had become more valued, I saw. The necessity was learned of presenting to the mind fresh images – faces, objects, events – that should force out, as if the head were a pot or canister, something of what had been witnessed over the weeks and months of ministering. And these harbour sights now, are they to be embraced or held off? The toilworn merchantman at the dockside putting ashore its human freight is a tableau of homecoming. Tall men that wave, hunched men that anticipate unbroken rest, they have awaiting them kin and friends and the joy of the commonplace; even the lonely man will sit on a bench in his town’s park and read a book. A seaport is a no-man’s-land of the spirit, neither dire war nor blessed peace. Those of us headed outward must draw virtue from our thoughts.

The day lengthened and on a whim – the spectacle perhaps of gulls squabbling over scraps of fish – I chose to stay the night with the St John’s unit across the town, where the company was always amiable and the conversation had the felicity of lightness and weight in equal measure. A pair of Canadian orderlies had called in from the nearby Shorncliffe camp; they entertained us with reminiscences of their Scottish childhoods. After supper a new arrival at the Brigade, old enough to serve by only a small margin yet already returned from Arras, was voluble in the matter of body and limb. He had been at a factory in the North where damage was inflicted by hammer or chisel, by cog or belt, and not by the hand of man.

‘No difference, sir. Flesh makes no judgement.’

Murmurs of agreement went around the table.

‘Pain is pain, Mr Glover,’ said the superintendent.

No difference; and a world of difference. The Channel is the great divide. Good sailor or bad, it is a fateful passage, this day and every day. On the one side we have injuries, on the other we have wounds. Crossing the dark waters of the Styx, the ferryman Charon took his coin and was insensible to the cause and circumstance of his burden’s demise and to the soul’s fate. Did Elysium lie on the farther shore, with its music, games and revels? Or the Asphodel Fields, where the shades of men linger and languish without purpose? Though the god Hades was fierce and unpredictable, and so the most hated of the Greek deities, his realm was graced by the merciful Queen Persephone; and he was himself the bestower, or at least the custodian, of the gems and metals hidden under the earth. Here too are riches, the silvery shoals beneath the grey Channel waters. The fishermen – the eternal fishermen, bravers of the deep – come scudding homeward into Boulogne with visions of warm dinners and bright hearthsides.

A good sailor, yes. And also an enjoyer of the railways – Philip Glover is doubly favoured! With crafted straightness the steel parallels fix order on the landscape, courtesy of our forebears in that prodigious age of Victoria. And then the curves. Ahead the locomotive swings into view – an iron horse galloping, lusty as a knight, pennant of smoke billowing – and the carriages snake out behind, and whoever is in the end compartment will get there last! So burbled a schoolboy to his aunt long ago. Now the grown man gazes out placidly and observes field upon heroic field of grass and cattle, turnip and kale and cabbage. France is feeding itself and will do so next year, declare the far expanses of fertile soil. France and our small piece of Belgium.

At Poperinghe station the air as I stepped down onto the platform had the usual tang of soot, oil and steam, always heavier at a terminus where the engines shunt and cough in an excess of labour. There was a sense of both satisfaction and apprehension, the effect of sudden arrival at one’s destination. This was no longer the serene railway of the countryside but a cauldron of fume and noise and agitation, to be escaped for the calm of the street. Within the walls of Talbot House there would be peace. There would be amicableness in that good place, and leisured ease and comfort, and every decency. Yet a casual visit, to the sure refuge standing tall by the chemist’s in the Rue de L’Hôpital, might be an intrusion. The soft-gloved hand of Chaplain Clayton governs all and requires no help of the merely passing sort. Neither could the appearance on the scene of a less than familiar cleric be counted a whole and certain benefit to the men at their relaxation, at their cards, billiards and beer. One assists with letters home, if wanted, but their officers are ready and skilled in that. And it is not every man-of-the-cloth’s good fortune to possess the common touch.

‘Little things are little things,’ Mr Clayton had said. ‘But faithfulness in little things is a very great thing indeed.’ And another time, ‘God is not content with loving people. He positively likes them.’

We chaplains have our warmth, our camaraderie, but we bring with us a kind of restraint, not imposed, but by our aspect and calling implied. To find a middle way, which is all things to all men, infallibly, may lie beyond human powers. A man takes his path, to suit the nature Providence has given him. At Rouen earlier in the year Bishop Gwynne addressed the meeting of thirty or forty Church of England padres in terms not dissimilar. During the first months of the war, he said to us, the generals complained that we were too much in the trenches, and now we were seen there not enough. A man follows his own course. As the seasons pass he finds himself in tune with the mood and the drift of affairs.

So I searched the shop windows and purchased tins of salmon to augment the bill of fare at the mess, and squeezed them into the kit-bag alongside the packets of chocolate destined for the ward trollies. Aunt Louisa’s books were in there still, forgotten, tales of derring-do intended for Talbot House. By default they would serve in the hospital’s lesser though worthy library and I added another from the English stock on an obliging greybeard’s stall. At a lamplit corner I signalled a cross-bearing transport, and to low salutations of ‘Evening, sir,’ was hoisted up, bag and all, and swiftly lorried away.

*

If the people of the Middle Ages built their churches high in order to reach upward to the divine and the spiritual, as can hardly be doubted, we may surmise they also wished the peasant out in the fields to look up and see the signature of his village, a spire in the distance marking the centre about which his daily exertions revolved. There it was that his produce went, that he satisfied his wants. If the shapes on his skyline were large he had himself a goodly town; and if the shapes were massive, and many, there stood a handsome city. Such a city had been medieval Ypres, noble Ieper. The great belfry of the Lakenhalle, the fine towers of the Sint Maartenskathedraal and the Sint Pieterskerk: tramping the Flanders plain in the early summer of 1914 I had seen them rise up shimmering, at once human and celestial. They were monuments to the old merchants and their trade, their trade with grassy England. And now English goods are here again, not soft wool but hard metal. Now we trade blows with Ypres’ enemies. Two days of continuous bombardment in mid-April of 1915 erased a quarter of the city. It was rumoured the Kaiser had visited the sector and urged his troops that Ypres be taken at any cost or be reduced to a desert. A desert it had duly become, over the weeks and the months. Soon I could no longer bear the pain of a visit – for what purpose? – and must give body and soul utterly to the work of ministering, by black silk stole and by white linen bandage, to the men.

After notifying Senior-Chaplain Peel of my return to duty, and getting his bluff unfailing welcome, I dropped off the salmon at the mess, placed the chocolate on the desk of the charge-sister, and stowed my kit-bag at the billet where I penned a quick postcard for Aunt Louisa in Somerset and a short letter for my brother Cyril and family at Malmesbury. When I rejoined Mr Peel at the chaplains’ office he was conversing over a glass of wine with Father Hemeryck, incumbent at the village of Hoogbeke and an occasional presence at the hospital as duties took our Catholic colleague away. The elderly priest was a man for whom grim-visaged fate had been a frequent companion. Lodged at a Lille seminary, he had witnessed the hordes of German infantry arrive at the town’s centre by railway. A fearful sight, ugly, his sojourn was dashed to an abrupt end. The purpose of the steam machines is to convey small children to the seaside at Oostende, he said. I had agreed and told him of our summer holidays spent in Cornwall, at St Ives, a picturesque little fishing port, the protective bay curving round, the lighthouse just across the water keeping safe watch over us, as we supposed. Now he recalled those long-ago days for me, generously, and enquired after my leave. I said that Somerset for the adult suited very well.

‘The greatest joy, Mr Glover, to read the children a Gospel story. “Ye must become as a little child.” Luke means innocence and freshness. We must keep close to childhood. Great as they are, the other religions fail in that. It is difficult, innocence, for you Army chaplains, always among men. Hardened men.’

He was quiet of manner though not stolid. In repose his venerable cassock seemed never to fall quite in place, but must be touched and smoothed by the minute.

‘Also, your flock changes. In the village I have the same people, month upon month. Those who came to us from the town, from Ieper, very soon belonged. But your men here in the hospital pass through. The face that you speak to today may be gone tomorrow. To see into the soul…’

Mr Peel allowed that connecting with the men was not a plain, not a simple, matter. Neither did it always become easier over time. Some of the long-stayers could develop a keen appetite for theology. An engineers officer with a fair knowledge of the Gospels contended the parables were right in their place, each one, but were guidance, not hard and fast blueprints for the good life. And had the Father encountered Sergeant Hoadley of the Connaught Rangers, who hated above all things padres and policemen?

‘Looking into the souls of men who do not believe that they have one? My village has such. Did not Thomas doubt? We talk of the weather and beet. In the Army you do not have so easy a path.’

I assured him that means there always were, by which to commune with the soldier, at the bedside or in the waste of the battlefield, the wilderness. Men have comrades and they have family. The God of Newton and the spheres, of the natural order, is also a personal God and is near and goes with us. Yes, in the wilderness most of all.

Father Hemeryck drew a fragment of stone from a pocket.

‘The wilderness? I was there today, the transports are quick, you know, from here to Ieper. A memento, for my sister’s grandchildren.’ He set the stone plinth-like, by its remaining inch or two of flatness, on the table.

‘Ruins, yes, Father. A wilderness, surely not.’ Mr Peel was emphatic and also had something of the conjectural tone of the earnest student. ‘A ruined town is man’s sorry work. A wilderness may be purposed by God, formed as a part of creation. Matthew has John the Baptist preaching in the wilderness. It’s a place for something to happen – “the kingdom of God is at hand.” A chapter later we are shown the temptations of Christ, out there–’

‘Where the Devil is in residence–’

‘Ah, not in command, Father! His powers are denied. The wilderness is a stage, a setting. Rock and hillside, perhaps a fig tree. They look on, as the Christ ministry begins.’

By a warm smile the good priest accepted Mr Peel’s exegesis. But he had known the town, he said. ‘Shops. Gossip. Laughter. Yes, we Flemings laughed!’

I said that recent theologians had posited a wilderness that lies within, not a piece of geography but a state of the heart and spirit, an absence of the holy. They demurred, each of my fellow churchmen. They were men of the Book and eschewed such niceties as being the province of psychology. So we talked and pondered, until the frail Father must be conducted out across the dimness of the cobbled yard, to the stables that now served a British hospital as once they had served a Flemish château. We shook firm hands and aided him into his cart, and he spoke kind words to his pony and sank back beneath the hood. All about us the night was assailed by the enemy’s constant ally, the Flanders rain.

*

But we can be sure that the governors of the weather are neutral, or at the least as remote and unconcerned as Olympian Zeus himself. My light remark had been taken up, last summer, by a young major who very soon had me ticketed ‘the Graeco-Christian’ on my arrival behind the Front.

‘There are no whole truths,’ he had asserted during those days of August as the rains descended, cruelly early, and turned every zone and sector of the Salient into a quagmire. ‘There are only half-truths. Yes, the mud impedes our advance. It also stymies the German counter-attacks. We shall make ground.’

The major was one of our bold Alexanders – did ever an army lack them and triumph? As he quitted our tent, Sister Grahame cast an eye with me over the lengthening list of names on the desk.

‘Poor Sir Douglas,’ she said in her dispassionate way. ‘It has been so every time. One thing and another.’

‘Not a lucky general,’ I agreed.

Since the Push began on the Monday the deluge had continued day and night. An engineer blamed the dust from our huge underground explosions at Messines, the particles blown into the air induced precipitation – ‘Weeks later?’ doubted another. I had visited a party of Welshmen at their work, alongside the Australians, and engaged them in mining talk, recalling the iron-ore tunnels from my Somerset rambles.

‘Good digging, sir, after our coal and shale. And we couldn’t let Lloyd George down, could we now.’

If they were sparing of stature they were big-hearted; one easily imagined them in full-throated song.

Over at the acute ward tents there was already little space as the men were carried in from theatre surgery; likewise the moribund and the German wards. I joined the nurses and orderlies at their re-bandaging and provisioning. Perhaps my early wish to learn the elements of medical science had owed its force to the reputation of the Catholic padres, whose need to give absolution to the dying took them to the very edge of battle. A Protestant chaplain will minister less formally and so in conscience must ease both the spirit, with words of solace, and the body, with skill and knowledge. Nor is every man the same, lying bloodied in the field, cries and murmurings to be stilled by priestly observances, or not. And in the extreme – in the direst wasteland – we are not merely chaplain and soldier but man and man. The German I came upon lying in woods near Hill 60 was mouthing, ‘Gott – Gott.’ I gripped his shoulder above the dark sludge of arm and chest, and I said, ‘Gott mit uns – alles.’ That day I saw a file of Bavarians peaceably brought in. A random occurrence, yet such happenings may signify if only for oneself.

I was asked to join a detachment seeking out a position for a dressing unit, by our incisive major. ‘The men cannot advance. The men advance.’ His confident, unpompous turn of speech compelled action. We were strong on bearers at a dozen, adequate on nursing auxiliaries at eight, and for officers had the major in command and a first-lieutenant; no captain, excepting myself. In support were sergeant and two corporal’d sections of a rifle platoon – two score of bayonets, clipped the lieutenant – and four crewed machine-guns. Loping ahead through the dawn mist, field-glasses poised, map scrutinized, by turns, our commander located a piece of rising ground – ‘Rain with any sense will have run off!’ A solid bounce of mallet on peg confirmed we had a good bit of earth and we threw up the canvas. My glances about were not fearless; the gunfire was close. ‘Six hundred yards to the front line, Mr. Glover. Thanks for coming!’

As the men began to be walked and stretchered in, I was suddenly uncertain – no readier than at the Ancre, the Quadrilateral, a year ago. One thinks of two states of the soldier. There is the fighting man, whole, strong and fit, and there is the wounded man, no longer a warrior, out of the fray. Here at the line of conflict there is a middle state. The blood here is fresh and scarlet and warm. The soldier here is adrift in a fog of apprehension – Hit? Bad? Where? Not spoken, no. It is in the eyes, or a tremor. Some of them have never before suffered a wound; they are new. A man may pass his daily existence scarcely conscious he has bones, a skull. Most are from the towns, never saw a beast slaughtered, never saw inside a country church where stone skeletons stare out from niches. Now they see and are numbed.

The major – he bore a patrician name, his great-grandfather had ‘assisted at a small village seventy miles to the east’ – functioned at a steady pitch. In order that stricken men may be brought in there must be treated men sent back, wounds staunched and bandaged, to the doctors in the rear. No stretcher lay idle for long. Nor could the major neglect our footing, though we might believe ourselves secure within the arc of deployed bayonets and Vickers. From a mound of rubble he scanned ahead and to the flanks, and on the hour took the report of his ranging lieutenant. Around mid-day we acquired the crew of a tank; they had abandoned their machine to the mud and were glad of ‘gainful employment’, their young officer grinned. His six men were promptly divided, two to the infantry and four to the bearers, some of whom were beginning to weaken and falter. Himself a full lieutenant, like most of the masters of the land-ships, he was a welcome addition to our strength and was pushed forward as another pair of eyes.

In the evening I performed a short service beside the tent, for medical staff and our wounded only, any convergence of the fighting unit the major forbade. He disappeared into the darkness and soon returned with his two junior officers. Things were quieter. The Front was moving on. A sip of rum was taken.

‘To shell or not to shell,’ said our commander from the comfort of his ammunition box. ‘How could your behemoths hope to move across such ground, Tyce, shell-hole after shell-hole? The Germans invented gas so as to keep the ground intact, you know, for their troops’ ease of advance. Something of the sort. Their weather people forgot, the prevailing wind is westerly, favours us.’

‘Our tanks did well at Arras, sir, and Neuville-St-Vaast. Dry chalk–’

‘And snow? The tanks are big and stand out. The German guns like them.’

Despite his blunt words the major was in good humour. A pair of fresh-faced lieutenants, and a chaplain not averse to martial discourse, made a fair audience.

‘We held Mount Kemmel for two years. Now we follow the Ridges, east and north – Wytschaete–Hollebeke–Zonnebeke. We must wrestle the high ground from them. Give Crown Prince Rupprecht a hiding! The Messines explosions were a fine start. We dug deeper – yes, Padre, into the firm clay, like the London tube railway. Safe for the miners. Big spaces for tons of ammonal. No tunnelling in Thucydides? All limestone rock – Attica, the Peloponnese?’

‘Good for statues, Major.’

‘And Parthenons, sir!’

‘And city walls!’

No doubt we elevate the humanism and intellect of the old Greeks to a height that approaches fantasy, as also the zeal and spirituality of the old Hebrews. Yet we northerners must always be peering out from our mists and our mire toward the lands of blue sky and white stone. And is not Christianity, given revelation, a coming-together of the two great rivers of wisdom?

Next morning we were roused early and informed that a deserted blockhouse had been identified in trees well forward. All in the hour we had upped sticks, and marched and halted before the curious structure, which I promptly styled an excrescence on the landscape.

‘A masterwork of concrete and steel rails,’ the major corrected. ‘A shell striking the walls will give a soft crunch – see our old marks.’

‘Only shrapnel I think, sir,’ said the mature sergeant frowning. ‘Or field guns.’

The man got his deserved smile. A hit from a long Möser would be a different matter. And the place was too cramped for laying out the wounded, one saw. ‘No sparing the tent its duty, Major.’

‘An HQ it shall be, then…’ He flourished a genial hand at his Teutonic prize, ‘for my officers and NCOs. We may be here a while.’

We were. Events and uncertainties pinioned us hard to the spot a week, ten days, more. Dexterity with swab and tourniquet, with microbicide and Thomas splint, fixed my status in our small universe of flesh and blood, of bread, beef and tea. Services there were and they were regular. There must be rule and form. If not permanence, there must be always a semblance of it, until the better times. Sermons there were none.

Losses among our infantry reduced the help they had given to bearers and orderlies. The shifts faltered. By day, hard labour pressed down on back and limbs; at night the groans from the beds compelled aid, by word, by unguent, and broke up sleep. I gave silent thanks for the blessing of a robust physique; muscular Christianity was no false notion, except to aesthetes and to journalists of the acerbic sort. At a lull in the dressing work I was assigned a bearer and we took our orders, to seek for stragglers. We headed in the direction of the line and entered copses of hazel barely disturbed.

‘More streams here, Corporal Ames.’

Tilting down and up again from bank to bank with a loaded stretcher would be stiff going. The corporal was a sinewy man but short; he carried the stretcher lightly enough as we pressed forward but might be a less than easy partner on the return.

‘Streams can be a good guide, sir, for getting safe back. Unless there’s too many and they look the same.’ Evidently the corporal was unsure of the terrain and cast frequent looks toward the faint sun. ‘The Front’s been jumping about. Lieutenant Ball, he’s been through here. Says go careful.’

We made a half-mile and more of fair progress, the copses thinning to hillocky fields, my compass requiring only a glance as we skirted the deeper watercourses, for the present keeping our boots dry. In open ground a lane crossed us, weedy, unused. There was a pond with tall rushes, flocks of waterfowl, some kind of geese. The corporal halted.

‘Machine-guns. Thousand yards – less…’

It took seconds, then I heard them.

‘Four or five, sir – I’d say.’

As we pushed through a hedgerow and into a broad pasture the near horizon was a blur of khaki. Our men were stumbling back, and stopping and crowding into ditches. We dropped flat as shells came over – came over from our side. The corporal’s rifle lifted in his grasp, but he remained still. Long minutes passed. The shelling ceased.

‘Their rattatats are hit! Our gunner mates are getting better.’

The men had risen and were going forward again.

‘Let’s move, sir.’

At the brink of a swollen dyke a burly figure was crawling and staggering, half-doubled, a striped arm flailed up. The man slid athwart the bank and twisted, and saw us coming.

‘You’re water in a thirsty land, Padre!’

The flash of respect for my collar was heartwarmingly Biblical, and humorous too, in his soaking state. I crouched over his bleeding thigh, and I cut away the ragged cloth and stared close into the wound.

‘The bullet hardly knew its business, Sergeant.’

‘Foreign, sir.’ I swabbed the flesh and applied picric dressing. The bandage I wrapped around thickly, not overtight; a tourniquet would not serve, there must be life kept in the leg for walking.

‘There’s Watson down the ditch – not good.’

We found Private Watson. His comrades had slumped him over a sprawl of timbers, the rottings of a cart, safe above the water at the dyke’s rim. There was more blood than any man of God ever should be thrust against. The body is a vessel that never should break and spill – yet what came Philip Glover into the wilderness to see? The shot man was not conscious, but the pulse was there. I worked across chest and abdomen, under the steady eye and rifle of Corporal Ames. How the doctors decide that a man is dying is a deep art, nor are they constantly right. One had seen the solemn shake of the head, and then tea and smiles three days later, and after a month a man wellnigh fit and whole and doing justice to his uniform.

Watson must be stretchered back quickly. He was a heavy man, but Corporal Ames was stamina itself. His rapid stride took us through bush and briar and over bank and stream at a vigorous pace, my earlier doubting of his worth did me no honour. The sergeant we left limping behind with a word of direction.

The particulars of the action that followed never became clear to me, over the days and weeks, though the corporal, I was told, survived. I recalled an impact as if a monster hammer had come down from very high up. Some part of the brain perceived it – this was the nature of things – an entire philosophy lay there, if one could grasp it and take it in. Too soon the special knowledge had dissipated. The plain man re-emerged and passed from dressing station to field hospital, thence to Boulogne, and on to a spell of ease and serenity at the chaplains’ retreat in summery Hampshire.

*

The autumn mellowness of the countryside around the hospital had turned to a misty pallor, in the short interlude of my leave. I expressed this without melancholy in a letter to Aunt Louisa, enclosing packets of postage stamps for gardener Robert’s grandsons; and I laughed over the books that had missed their Talbot House goal but had soon got employment at our sick-beds. Despite the brevity of my absence there were replacement doctors and nurses to be met. The great battle finally had slowed and petered out – the Ridges were considered taken – yet the need to refresh and replenish did not abate. A new surgeon was spoken of with awe; there were St John’s orderlies at every hand; more auxiliaries from the Voluntary Aid Detachment had arrived. Two of these VADs were country girls, one quickly saw; the colours of blood did not have them wilting behind their starched uniforms. The young woman at the public house on Ludgate Hill – Emma, Emmie, the landlord had called her – was surely right: girls from the towns could find the work hard. Almost this pair were too cheery and familiar. A lieutenant, who had been with us half-prone some while, they named a puppy, on account of his fastidiousness. After months of mud and filth out there in the Salient, the sight and feel of clean white linen might be a sort of ecstasy. If they were oblivious of this, and unaware of the officer’s Military Cross, they had high marks for their unremitting toil, not least as early risers and dependable lighters of the fires. The winter would be a severe one, the helpers and suppliers from the villages were saying.

Our new scalpel, a colonel in the Medical Corps, was less forbidding than young ladies and old orderlies would have it. Possessors of a tall figure may be deliberate of speech and so appear aloof; the set of the shoulders – got from incessant bending over the stricken and prostrate? – does not soften the aspect. When I remarked that the wards were as full as ever, Colonel Hamblin was forthright.

‘We used to cut-and-stitch and send the men home. Now we cut-and-stitch and stitch again, and send them back into the line. Our Prime Minister heeds the newspapers and the electorate, not the Army’s surgeons. Recruits get scarce, Mr Glover.’

He had asked me over to the senior officers’ mess. The priestly collar may be a nod-me-in to cottage and mansion and all things between.

‘We crude materialists need your support, I must tell you, the support of the godly. The Church, the denominations, St John’s. The load you carry lies in balance to mine. If the man on the slab were an individual to me – family, sports team, favourite beer – d’you suppose I could slice into him? You look after the heart and the soul of him, for us knife men. You free us, to make the machine that is the body function.’

If the fare was much the same as in our junior officers’ mess the port-wine was better, or more copious. I praised the surgeons, their skill and competence, verging on the miraculous. The good man was amused.

‘A very fine tawny! Never underestimate the physical, Mr Glover.’

I was not to be deterred. These older officers had a composure not seen in the captains and subalterns alongside whom I usually ate, young men of fibre yet disinclined to take stock, and why should they? So I pressed the case, that the doctors and surgeons stood at the nub and pivot of the war.

‘Let me illustrate Colonel Hamblin’s point.’ The officer a chair or two away wore the uniform of the Flying Corps, a guest like myself. ‘See the lines in a Shakespeare play, ten syllables, most of ’em. Just right for the lungs to draw breath.’

‘Homer used hexameters, twelve syllables–’

‘Deep-chested fellows, Padre, evidently!’

He took up my Greek allusion, retrieving a schooldays memory, he said. Sunrise in Homer is given always the epithet “rosy-fingered”, whereas sunset is the time when “all the ways grew dark”. Why the difference? Physically there is none, the sun’s rays are reddened by the atmosphere, the same phenomenon morning and evening. It is human perception that differs. Evening is a time of quiet, and tiredness and sleep. Morning is the time for action, purpose and hope. The colours are the same, it is the psychology that changes.

‘Too much weeping, gentlemen, in the Odyssey!’ The voice from across the room was sharp; the officer behind it grimaced cheerfully. ‘Bad for the tear ducts.’

They were a force and a challenge, these men of science, of biology and physics. One glimpsed in them something of the artisan-philosophers of ancient Ionia, a plain honesty, free of obfuscation. They were lean men too, as if aware that their bodies consisted of what they thrust into them and nothing more. I put the notion to the colonel.

‘Never thought of it. Moderation, do not overload the mechanism? But you’ve a spare frame yourself, Mr Glover. The spirit is the man, the body requires only a modicum of sustenance? Opposites may meet in the middle, you see. The Greeks surely knew it.’ Neither did he embrace a bald atheism. ‘We know less than we think we know. Our brains evolved as a survival tool, simply. Think of colours, the spectrum. We can mix colours; we can never create a new one. Ultimate nature may be unknowable to us. The astronomers are solving the puzzles of space and time – by the insertion of a hyphen! There’s no call for the secularists’ aggression, politics masquerading as philosophy. Pacifists too, by and large. The Morell set, ready to hand us over to the Devil – the Kaiser, the Ottomans, Islam, who knows? – to suit their little consciences.’ The approach of Christmas the colonel welcomed. ‘Good for the men.’

‘Good for all of us,’ I said with warmth.

It would be especially good for the wounded lately coming in, I reflected on the walk back to the billet. They were not volunteers now, most of them, or had risen through the ranks. The young officer formerly had crossed the Channel to do a job, hardship expected. Increasingly he was here because sent. A matter-of-factness was evident in the mess, as the recovering cases joined us and moved on. There was an absence of levity, of the robust banter that youth should be free to enjoy over a decent dinner. Some part of them was distant, back in the office or at the drawing-board or the lathe. A heavy and jaundiced visage the war had acquired.

*

Nevertheless these officers had their capacities and with a university man or two thrown in could handle a chaplain’s compulsion to talk, to suggest and probe and elicit. On a late evening we discussed valour.

A captain related an odd incident. His lieutenant and sergeant were standing in the trench, chatting like a pair of school pals. The sergeant fell dead from a bullet. The lieutenant lurched down the trench, grabbing up Mills bombs – over the top – across no-man’s-land, wire and all – and dropped into the German trench. Bombed his way along, the Germans fled. He was found sitting at a corner, reading a book of poems. Calm as may be.

‘Rage, against the enemy.’

‘Against the universe, Westlake.’

To this muted vehemence I offered a thought of my brother Cyril’s, when young, that poems are theology set free, a diffused holiness. Anguish may be tempered by words got straight from the poet, I said, clear of the formalities of priest and church.

‘So was it valour, sir? He was a man possessed, rather.’

We agreed that a man in a rage may perform a brave act. But does not valour demand forethought? An awareness of danger? A sense of purpose?

‘A coolness, should there be?’

‘No, that would be duty. At Thermopylae the Spartans fought to the death, because they must. If duty sets the bar high, there will be no need of valour.’

‘The Spartans knew they would have their reward – in the afterlife, in the good name they left among men, their families.’

‘A kind of self-interest, then? Lysander countered the superiority of the Athenian fleet by paying his oarsmen four obols a day, against Athens’ three. Can valour be bought?’

‘That was effort. Brute effort. Valour is much more.’

‘More complex, manifestly. As Troy’s chief ally Sarpedon placed himself in the vanguard of the attack. Yet Homer has him declare that if he could live forever “thou shouldst not see me foremost in the fight”.’

‘Maybe the psychologists are right. All action may be a sort of self-interest, obscurely. One hopes not.’

Certainly valour could not be a thing in itself, an absolute. It was rather a quality, connected to, deriving from, other things. Danger and risk, inviting fear. Courage, ignoring consequence. Awareness of a worthy cause.

‘Fear? The normal man has fear. The dodo had no fear and became extinct. But the hero?’

‘The fearless hero goes down fighting, but his race survives. The race of ordinary men. The common soldier fights for the comrade at his shoulder. Not for his officers, his country, the monarch.’

‘But when the monarch awards the Victoria Cross, for valour, we of course applaud.’

‘I believe we have it. A sprinkling of heroes is a necessity, for the race – and for poetry! The rest of us are so many foot soldiers, whatever our calibre and rank.’

*

We had quitted our chairs on a satisfactory note, a touch jaunty though solemn enough and convenient to the close of a long day. As I savoured the moment one of the subalterns lagged and hung back. Very young, burly, an Oxford man I had gathered, only a week or two out of the wards, he seemed fully mended.

‘Kaye, sir. I wondered – how do you rate Carlyle? Heroes – hero-worship…’

Throughout our discussion of valour he had remained largely silent. Affably I took my seat again.

‘He would be sad to see Germany now, no doubt,’ I said.

‘Yes. He was a mathematician first, you know. He loved order.’

‘That we do not have, Lieutenant.’

‘A theory of man was his aim. Newton’s mathematical logic didn’t suffice, after his youth.’

The tiredness vanished, as I agreed that Carlyle’s idealism had rendered him unable to put a high value on his fellow man, observed in the street and the coach, the train. A self-confessed misanthrope, said Kaye – from disappointment, not repugnance – he must bestow upon the hero, the uncommon man, the qualities of a demi-god. Perhaps his choices were less than fortunate – Goethe of course, but chiefly warriors – Frederick, Cromwell, Mohammed – ‘Not Wellington, no. Too closely his contemporary.’

My own image of the great general and prime minister had been formed, I sensed, as much by a visit to his preserved residence, Apsley House at the top of Piccadilly, as by readings of the campaigns and ministries. A man for whom the Portuguese created so magnificent an array of silverware was surely no plain and everyday mortal.

‘Our heroes must be always of another time,’ said Kaye. ‘They must be… thoroughly dead.’ He gave a restrained wince. ‘One’s slow to spell it out, with fellow officers.’

The man’s controlled sensitivity was impressive, and warming. I sought for an apt response.

‘“Who hath honour? He that died o’Wednesday.”’

‘Quite so, yes.’

‘We must believe in the hero, Lieutenant. If the hero exists, so does the heroic. If the heroic exists, we may find a little of it in ourselves.’

‘That sounds like a sort of wisdom, Mr Glover. Thanks!’

‘The wisdom of the ancients. And are you not all heroes, in our wards? Lying bound up, hobbling. One sees a touch of the heroic all about, in the day’s work.’

I smiled. This was too sentimental for a robust young officer and too pompous for a mere chaplain. Tacitly we returned to the safety of the past. But where to go, and stop? I was sceptical.

‘The Greeks are small help, I fear. Their heroes are every one flawed. Achilles sulks, Odysseus is too cunning – didn’t Plato say, one of the dialogues?’

‘Aeschylus, I think. But wasn’t it said, “If the skin of the lion serves not, we must don the skin of the fox”?’

I had pictured the lieutenant happier seated between a pair of rattling rowlocks on the Isis than in the hushed aisles of the Bodleian. Now, perhaps he was right, and Aeschylus it was – a memory younger and sharper.

‘They were a favourite, sir, the tragedies, with a fair translation to hand. Do you know Browning’s effort at the Agamemnon?’

‘A horror, yes!’ I returned his grimace and he gave a sudden laugh.

‘Dedicated to Carlyle!’

We enjoyed the coincidence. The ‘sage of Chelsea’ was not to be evaded this night. And we remarked that the chiming of one thing with another could induce a sensation, for an instant, of some element, some principle, lying beyond perception, beyond the lamp and the wall, the darkness and the silence. Kaye believed this was maybe an effect of our desire for order; or a reflection of that order itself. He believed this desire would be there still, to be explored and to be satisfied, after the war’s end. Then Carlyle would be read once more – along with Nietzsche, Schopenhauer – his Germanic thought and style forgiven. A publisher friend had an edition in readiness, Sartor and Heroes in the one handsome volume.

‘As to valour, sir, mortality is our lot. “We all owe heaven a death.”’

*

Shortly before Christmas a sandy-haired figure appeared on a trolley emerging from the X-ray unit and was installed at a ward-end bed, doctor and nurse in attendance. The fresh glow on the man was wholly physical, as Surgeon Hamblin would have said, there could be no divining of haloes. Even so I put aside my rule of allowing a new patient a day or two to settle in and hovered.

‘Too many of you are getting yourselves re-wounded; unfair on us medicos. I’ve a warrant officer who’s taken hits three times. He tells me, “We are the argumentative ones.”’

No. The man must have breathing space. I passed along.

Preparations for the festivities were occupying more time than in previous years, or so it seemed, and it was some days before I found myself again on the young officer’s ward. The name at the bed-foot was Captain R. Donaldson. My apology for disturbing his reading was brushed aside.

‘Ruskin would have sketched it well. He loves his bits and pieces of cornice and archway. Ypres is a ghostly Gothic city.’ He made a tight-lipped smile. ‘We mustn’t attack Vienna, if we come up from the south – Bulgaria, Hungary. My grandmother still won’t believe we’re at war with dear Vienna.’

He observed my whitish scar and we chatted like seasoned soldiers. His first action had been with the tanks; now he was back with infantry where he had begun. The earlier wound was a foolish business; flying, he had wasted a valuable machine. A second mishap and now he was worrying his wife again. The lady was at Boulogne; the authorities had refused her permission to travel on. She would have taken the Ruskin volume for posting from home, to a former comrade at Lincoln. So many thousand parcels a week, items go missing; the book was an early edition. I left him admiring the ornate windows of the Venetian palaces, a note in my pocket of titles to be searched after among the riches of Talbot House.

Our brace of Devon girls were now causing disquiet. Having lost their fastidious lieutenant, unsportingly returned to health, they must seize upon a new source of amusement. One of the St John’s nurses had been a Sunday-school teacher and with coaxing became a performer on the mess-hall upright at our song afternoons and hymn evenings; whereupon snatches of childhood ditties – ‘Yes, Jesus loves me’ was a favourite – were heard across the wards whenever our pianist was about. My own dealings with the girls were amiable enough. When I spoke of my aunt and Somerset they trumpeted the superiority of Devon’s cider, to which I responded by declaring myself a Wiltshire man; to no avail, there followed a lively discussion on pork. With a touch of exasperation, and some bemusement, their supervisory sister asked could I exert a chaplain’s influence. Nurses of their verve and vigour were an asset and not to be brusquely disciplined, she confided. ‘One becomes possessive of one’s staff – rather sinful!’ Some casual, positive reference – to Mary and Martha, of Magdala and Bethany, perhaps? – might serve to soften their behaviour. I thought not, in all honesty. A return to the St John’s base at Boulogne, the sister said, in company of the superintendent, Mr Hollins, making his weekly report, might be registered as further training for a grading-up; but no, such a waste at this time. Then separate the bosom pals, I said, by wards and by shifts. They could be called North and South Devon, and would relish the silly joke.

On the heels of this conversation I spoke to Mr Hollins at his office and to Captain Donaldson at his bedside. By the following afternoon the valued Ruskin had the security of the St John’s uniform and was speeding toward the coast and the families’ hostel.

*

As a boy growing up in Malmesbury I had joined the St John’s Ambulance Association at the earliest age permitted, twelve or so. My brother Cyril’s camping ventures into the wilds of the countryside did not appeal; the call of back-to-nature held no charm for a boy who had witnessed a sparrow-hawk reduce a plump pigeon to a blur of feathers and observed that the mouth of a hooked fish bled. I liked the spruce black-and-white outfits of the St John’s men as they hurried in and out of the first-aid post, intent on their duties at the fêtes and the agricultural shows. They presented a framework of action that was not evident in the household of my father, for whom the Christian ideal was personified by Mary and her plain gentleness rather than Martha and her onerous chores. Perhaps a matronly mother busy about the rooms would have supplied a counterpoise; Providence had ordained otherwise. Nor did my father’s conception of love extend into the natural world; it was a human thing, although he would not have harmed so much as a beetle unless it was attempting to devour one of his roses. The Romantic poets he distrusted and scarcely read; their pantheistic excesses he deplored. Walking along a street in the Thames-side town of Marlow, a friend pointed out the house in which Shelley and his wife lived whilst she was writing Frankenstein, a work my father said that affronted the divine scheme and purpose. They were all of them a melancholy crew, Keats and the rest – “The sedge is withered on the lake, and no birds sing.” So his plainness of understanding was lodged in me, alongside a strain of practicality that was perhaps my own. By the age of fourteen I was responsible an hour at a time for the St John’s stores, which were a treasure-house of lint, plasters and bandages, jars of ointment, straps, scissors and safety-pins. There were spare badges too, because no officer must go before the public ‘with a lost badge, so to speak’, the superintendent said. The eight-pointed silvery cross was very fine.

Then quite suddenly I saw the St John’s store-room to be a mere cupboard that spent most of its time closed up and doing nothing at all. In contrast the railway station was long and high and always bustling; or if quiet there was a sense of something about to happen, as people waited on the platform with bags and suitcases; and sure enough the grey-black shape of the locomotive appeared down the track and came on unstoppably. I had travelled on the train, to Bath and Bristol and for holidays in Cornwall, but always accompanied by an adult through whose hand and eye all things passed. Now, venturing alone if only to Swindon, the world looked clearer. Tickets and seats and drinks, poles and cattle flashing by, the piled-up distant clouds, they were no longer hazy as if coming through a screen but struck directly into the senses. Everything was sharp and solid. The mind had expanded.

‘The mind had expanded,’ agreed Surgeon Hamblin, as I reminisced sunk in a comfortable chair. ‘The brain had grown.’

These reflective moods had taken hold as the evenings darkened and the cheeriest of our orderlies could no longer call the weather mild. Sister Folgate had been in the Balkans in 1912 and had driven a lorry – ‘Not quite my father’s Daimler, atrocious gears!’ – and was with the Greeks under Crown Prince Constantine when they crossed the Vardar and took Salonica from the Turks, a bare step ahead of the Bulgars. ‘Such excitement! The Turks were horrified to see a woman at the wheel!’ I was drawn to attempt a foray into the disorders, the ills and turmoils, of recent history, as perceived by a plain cleric. ‘When the Serbs pushed the Turks out of northern Albania one would expect Austria to have applauded. Instead she made threats, forced Serbia to withdraw. Overstrung, the Austrians, all along…’

‘And so we pick up the pieces, Mr Glover.’ Our St John’s superintendent wore his scepticism lightly enough; if he was no admirer of the warrior spirit neither were his words to be construed as the dismissive language of the mere noncombatant. Austria’s defeat by Prussia fifty years ago, I had read, was a cause of her aggressive stance toward her southern Slav neighbours. Would this make an explanation? History is too cumbersome, and there is too much of it, to be served up alongside the cakes. Conversations and exchanges with Mr Hollins were more agreeable when they sprang out of my own St John’s days and proceeded to his pitch-side experiences at the big football and cricket matches. In summer, in the south, little lads would faint from the heat; in winter, in the north, the same, from the cold.

*

For the Army chaplain each day of the seven must be deemed a Sunday as he comes upon men resting by the wayside or bivouacked in a meadow, and offers them a service of communion. They do not expect a holy place. When the Roman Catholic authorities forbade the use of the churches by our soldiery they were simply protecting their ancient tiles and venerable flocks from the ills of boots and mud and noise. A roof of some kind is agreeable, a grain barn, a wagon shed, where in the dark of night the flaring acetylene lamp throws painterly chiaroscuro onto the bare walls and aids the solemnity of hastily donned surplice and draped bench or boxes. Yet the God-given open sky, above field or hollow or now-silent railway cutting, is always present and answers to the mission. It is enough, the sky; and an awareness these men this day have looked the king of terrors in the face.

I had been out across the Salient a week and more, and so had made no rounds of the hospital wards. A lull from time to time may be good for chaplain and patients alike, one felt on returning, a virtue is gleaned from necessity. Fewer wounded were now coming in, as winter hardened its grip. There had been little moving of beds I found, and faces, as I took along a fist of the latest magazines. At the padre’s approach the men are liable to react in some slight manner; they put half-aside their newspaper, or ease a limb and maybe wince involuntarily – unless they are dozing. As I passed by the bed of Captain Donaldson he stirred and he called after me, very much awake.

‘The Buchan’s finished!’ His words conveyed more than thanks, an expectation the book would be got back to Talbot House with all speed.

‘Buchan has a compliment for your Joseph Conrad, Captain, you noted? A Pole writing in English! An achievement in itself.’

‘Have a shot at him. There’s a new one, The Shadow-Line. A young first officer lets down his captain – throws up his post for no reason, idles on-shore. Gets his first ship’s captaincy, out of the blue – and is let down himself! Loyalty. Responsibility. Cuts both ways.’

‘It does, yes.’ He was an easy man with whom to agree, to nod at.

‘His best is Heart of Darkness, if they have it. Seaman Marlow leaves the oceans and travels up the Congo river. We’re in his mind. He’s bewildered. Even before he encounters the various natives he’s unable to understand anything around him. He makes out the railway engineers don’t know what they are doing, with their blasting at the rocks. Of course they do. How would seaman Marlow know about railway building? If he took the railmen out on his ship they would be… all at sea! That’s him, all at sea in the jungle.’

‘Each man to his work –’

‘Then comes fear. Arrows, chanting. Unspeakable rites. And Kurtz. Kurtz has gone out to civilize the natives. Instead they bestialize him. Marlow draws back from the brink. Kurtz succumbs.’

‘Stern stuff, Captain Donaldson.’

‘You see the bewilderment, the confused mind? We have it here. It’s not expected, the barbarity. Our men are at a loss, to explain it all…’

He gave me a stare.

‘You have the worst of it, the chaplains. The men asking questions. All they expect from us officers – the neck-tie wonders! – is orders.’

The thought was generous. I assured him – open-faced, Borders-Scottish perhaps like the excellent Buchan – that a chaplain’s observances and forms of words could carry him through his day. There had been dire conflicts before. What had changed was not the fact of warfare but its domination by the machine. And the machine is a mere contraption, of steel and brass, inert, without volition, caring nought for men, its makers or owners or users. Machines do not create a hell. The depictions of the tormented given us by the medieval painters are so many fancies, thoughts in their heads. They are not of God.

‘If we men go to war, and ourselves make a hell, that is our will and our doing, Captain.’

It was not an utterance by which to take leave of a man at his sick-bed. So I asked him about Vienna, where I had never been. He had stayed there a year with his grandmother. A strange city. Elegant, musical. But too many uniforms. The students in their universities arrogant, immune to police authority and action they boasted. When the war came, and turned to a trench affair, he foolishly thought himself competent to do night listening-patrol, crawling across to the enemy line with a veteran sergeant – burnt-cork faces, red torchlight, luminous watch, wire-cutters – to get knowledge of the regiment lying opposite. The sum of his effort was the Christian names of a pair of corporals, possibly from Hamburg.

‘I was put off,’ I said smiling, ‘by unwisely reading Mark Twain’s The Awful German Language. Greek declensions are enough, I decided. Perhaps, one day.’

*

Christmas is a special time of the year that no threat of destruction by shell or bomb can spoil and nullify. The calendar is the Church’s superstructure, as Christ is the foundation. It is Lent and Easter, Michaelmas and All Saints, and Christmas most of all. Carols, dinners, hampers, parcels. Cards from the King and Queen: “May God protect you and bring you home safe.” Until that day arrives we must make our corner of the battle zone a place of warmth and colour – and jocularity, we tell the orderlies that beds will be severely denied them if they topple whilst hanging the stars and paper-chains. There can be no glad Yuletides as of yore, the sound of gunfire is never long absent. Yet a little fear, a little hardship, may imbue the activities with a proper resolve. Christ was of the kingly house of David, but was born in a stable, I duly sermoned.

Our joke with the orderlies and their ceiling decorations was both genial and to the purpose. Few men quitted the hospital willingly during December and so the wards were now full, as last year. ‘Like the inn,’ I lightly remarked, and was answered, ‘A stable would do, sir, in England.’ Orderly Larchwood’s banter could be of the faintly bitter sort, coming in ripostes born of the confidence, and also the nonchalance, of long service.

‘Some of these lads have new babes at home, and good luck to them. Like the Christ-child and Mary. A lot of hope in there, sir. My boy’s fourteen, starts his apprenticeship. He needs his father.’

Mr Larchwood had been especially forceful in the matter of our Devonshire VADs and their eventual moving on, together still but conveying their boisterous zeal to distant parts, the Italian front was whispered. An observer free of partiality might have noted a resemblance between their boldness and Mr Larchwood’s, but they lacked the advantage of his years. And his concern at their treatment of our Sunday-school pianist had been universally shared. Nurse Whitby’s performances had grown in number and in quality, to the benefit of all. Her voice was good and she was word-perfect. She had humour too; she was of the age that no longer disdains the absurdities of the child’s mind but is able to laugh at them.

‘“The trivial round the common task” – I had a picture in my head of some kind of garland, draped around an obelisk! And the prayer, Mr Glover – “Pity mice in plicity” – whatever were they… where were they, those poor creatures?!’

‘Miss Whitby, that was a lovely world we once lived in.’

‘Very strange, though. We couldn’t remain there.’

‘No.’

As the festal arrangements proceeded there developed a nice tussle between the two of us. Tradition set the first pages of our musical programme: holly bearing the crown, ships sailing in, gentlemen resting merry, twelve days of Christmas. It was the concert half to follow that sparked debate, enlivened by the discovery amongst our mending patients of a subaltern who had sung professionally. ‘Opera? Loud and shrill, for me,’ I told him. ‘Ah Verdi, yes – a hundred throats to tell a simple tale! No. Monteverdi, sir – L’Orfeo. Such beauty, worth the learning of Italian! One hopes to bring it to London. No baritones, I shall play the wood organ.’ Very properly Miss Whitby held us to the task in hand, which required plain words and melodies. She was sure that Maude had been called into the garden quite often enough, and this was wintertime too. And Sylvia – she might be Shakespeare, but she was also Schubert and so Austrian. Our men would have Gilbert and Sullivan favourites and be well amused.

Bestowal of gifts come bright Christmas morning was heartily done, and with all care, thorough Mr Larchwood having an eye for the man somehow overlooked by far-away hearth and home. I took a borrowed horse and before ten o’clock was assisting a rheum-stricken colleague at the nearby reserve battalion. Our proffered celebration, with mustered candles and accessories, was well and punctually attended. Noonday brought a simple service on the straw-littered stones of an outlying billet where a very young fellow chaplain’s sermon was a pearl of charity and goodwill. In my heart I blessed the men for their loud singing; I blessed them for their presence and their validation, unwitting yet so real, of the chaplains’ work. Early evening I returned to the hospital and with Mr Peel delivered up worship and prayer, affirming faith and hope, to a full gathering of doctors and surgeons, nurses and orderlies, slings, sticks and crutches.

*

Father Hemeryck across his tea-table protested that a man of thirty-two had no right or cause to complain that he was feeling the cold more this winter, though some of his villagers had mentioned the behaviour of certain birds. By one’s eightieth birthday, of course, all manner of ills and disorders were available for duty and he had pledged himself to let none go to waste. The children also must be permitted their colds and their aches, and comforted and doctored, lest worse should follow. But thirty-two – why, the man from Nazareth did his best work at such an age! Nevertheless I travelled the dismal roads, by foot or horse or cart, as little as conscience would allow and acknowledged the hospital to be a pleasant lodgement, a place of shelter and of comradeship. The Front was now some forty miles distant and often inaudible. Men donned full uniform and departed, by the score, thanking us for their treatment and care. We too gave thanks once again, in a letter sent by our colonel-in-command to the owners of the large and rambling brick château that had become this haven of healing, this ‘Hotel of God’. One day soon they would have their home triumphantly back, we wrote, enclosing photographs of inmates and attenders.

In the midst of January’s ice and snow we were descended upon by the divisional general, with his knot of red-tabbed aids. The surprise was total: seven-thirty in the morning, a single car of only medium size, little temptation to a marauding Fokker. Accommodation was requested and they spent the day conversing with patients, with doctors and staff, a Flemish worker or two. We had enjoyed a quiet few weeks since Christmas, an entertainment for the evening would be no burden, except that our baritone had now moved on. My enquiries revealed that he was half-resting at Poperinghe. He was fetched.

Nurse Whitby and I agreed that our visitors were rather more than run-of-the-mill and should be given a performance of some breadth; and of a fair length too, after a day of standing and talking two hours of seated listening, broken halfway, would be welcomed. Our recital should have ballast, advocated Surgeon Hamblin; he had been acquainted with the general’s family in years gone by and recalled something of their interests. A rapid search through old cabinets yielded a treasury of sheet music, French and English; Miss Whitby and her singer together were able to work up a programme military enough but also pastoral. There was mention of the composer Claude Debussy, now gravely ill at Paris, someone said; we found his Berceuse Héroique, dated 1914, some of the notes echoed the Belgian national anthem, our pianist saw. But her confidence was at the limit and she must lay the sheets aside.

For the occasion use was permitted of the library and the grand piano, both kept inviolate against the day of the owners’ return. After an early dinner the guests and senior staff were conducted through and quietly seated, amidst the books and ornaments and family portraits. A few officers now ambulant, Captain Donaldson among them, slipped in at the back.

The young second-lieutenant stood erect and solemn by the black and shining instrument and spoke a few words on the chosen poets, Hardy and Housman; the composers were Holst, Boyton-Smith, Butterworth. The Dorset man, Thomas Hardy, I knew to be a writer with a profound feeling for the countryman and his crafts and trades. This extended, one learned as the lines and melodies came lilting out, to the profession of soldiering: The Sergeant’s Song, Men Who March Away, My Love’s Gone A-Fighting. And Housman too, blending the martial and the arcadian:

On the idle hill of summer

Sleepy with the flow of streams

Far I hear the steady drummer

Drumming like a noise in dreams.

A passage from The Dynasts, read by Sister Folgate, brought us to the interval and the not unmusical sounds of tea-cups in motion. The general paced along the shelves of books, inspecting the spines and half-mouthing a title or two, I fancied. He was short of stature and round of body and face; his moustache was white, modest, avuncular rather than patriarchal; the Kaiser would have thought them, moustache and man, insipidly English. I was approached cup-in-hand by one of the staff officers, whom I ought to have identified sooner as Major – now Colonel – Woods-Fawley, commander of the forward post where I served and took my knock last year. My apology got a raised palm, affably brisk – we are all a bit older now – red-tabs lose their friends and so they deserve. I assured him that I was well.

We continued with more Housman, and Butterworth: Loveliest of Trees, When I Was One-and-Twenty, Think No More, Lad, followed by Chaplain Glover reading from the Iliad, Hector and his son on the towers of Troy. Our finale was a bravura rendering by the lieutenant of a piece by Housman that required alternation between a light voice and a heavier:

Is my team ploughing

That I was used to drive

And hear the harness jingle

When I was man alive?

Ay the horses trample

The harness jingles now

No change though you lie under

The land you used to plough.

Is football playing…

The general, at my side, came swiftly to his feet and led the clapping.

‘Wonderful! Housman…?’

‘And Butterworth, sir. Not with us…’

Colonel Woods-Fawley gripped my hand in thanks and invited us, myself and our two performers, along to the general’s quarters. The mood over a glass and a biscuit was relaxed if pensive.

‘Housman is a fine poet,’ I ventured. ‘“On the idle hill of summer” – so much evoked in so few words. “When I was man alive…”’

The general glanced at his young guests, singer and pianist, and paused. He seemed to make a decision.

‘We lose too many. Poets. Composers. Artists.’

He was not addressing his paraded ranks of officers and men. Within the circle of his aids he was permitted a sombre note.

‘We lost Henry Moseley, at the Dardanelles. Physicist – elements, Periodic Table. He would have received the Nobel Prize.’

I observed that Archimedes was killed at his studies by a soldier of Rome, yet we have his mathematics, his engineering.

‘Not a young man, Padre, I believe.’

*

Early next morning I kept a farewell appointment with Captain Donaldson as he awaited the transport to take him into Poperinghe for the train to his unit. He was inspecting the laurels at the hospital doorway and along the façade, the bushes were not enjoying the weather, he remarked, and he fingered an anaemic leaf. At a French window a tall figure appeared and nodded a greeting.

‘Too wet and cold for greenery, Captain,’ said Colonel Woods-Fawley as he joined us on the gravel. ‘Like your tanks.’

‘Not mine any longer, sir. I’m an infantry man. The open road –’

‘Never was inside one. Takes brave men, I should say.’

The colonel without formality urged questions onto the young old soldier put in his grasp. They each conceded that watery Flanders had been less than ideal for tank deployment. ‘The opinion also of the notable strategist General Hindsight,’ said Donaldson. He followed up his wry smile with a broader, and regretted not having seen yet the old canals of Bruges, ‘The Venice of the North’.

‘We took the Ridges, Captain. Ypres got space to breathe. Compromise. We shall compromise all the way back to Mons.’

Field-Marshall Haig had been presented with two imperatives, the colonel said. After the failure of the Nivelle offensive the British forces were obliged to push hard here in Flanders and threaten the Germans with the collapse of their right. And the attempt must be made to take Bruges and stop the assembling of the submarines coming in by rail from Germany; small but a menace to our Channel shipping. Could the submarine base at Zeebrugge have been destroyed by aerial bombing, by shelling from our warships? Those were matters for other heads…

‘Excuse the tiresome armchair soldiering, Mr Glover.’

‘I was an armchair soldier at the age of seven, Colonel. With divine Achilles and horse-taming Hector.’

Captain Donaldson’s car arrived on time and I bade him goodbye and wished him a continuing recovery, as did the colonel who took his leave of me also and returned to his staff duties indoors.

‘Pigeon stew for supper, sir, you have!’

One of our ancient gardeners was standing by the pathway, hunched but jovial, a bulging bag at his shoulder. The birds were caught raiding our winter savoy cabbages, he said, and he muttered something in Flemish, uncomplimentary, I suspected, to the Teutonic race. A large bowl of rich stew would make wholesome dining, against the rigour of tomorrow’s dawn departure on leave. My deliberations had been prolonged to the point where January was now slipping away, and along the banks of the Avon as it wound its course through Malmesbury, and past my brother Cyril’s garden, there might be the first hints of new colour in willow and celandine. The hospital staff had been all kindness. Mr Peel adverted, in his senior yet casual manner, to the rule that after an initial twelve months a padre should serve at his own choice and discretion, which put some of us a distance ahead, he bore no doubt.

*

If Bruges had been attacked and taken in the Allied advance it would have become a ruin, like Ypres. This Flanders is a domain where the Devil tries out his inventions. After gas we had liquid fire; at Bruges what new abomination would lie in wait? When the soldier appeals to his chaplain that Christ come down and require the invaders from the east to walk quietly off to their homes, how to answer? One offers words – measured, benign – and is thankful the questioner has discipline and stoicism and does not press the case. The men have faith and belief enough in their comrades. Did the sage of the Academy show us in Socrates that dialectic, when pursued like a dog that worries a bone, produces not knowledge but crippling doubt? It has been said.

The images moving past the carriage window seemed insubstantial, though in truth the ambulance train with its tender load travelled at a moderate speed. I should be on duty until the docks at Boulogne, Mr Peel had assured me in deference to my talk of work not done. What would Plato have made of them, these fleeting, unreal shapes? The divine intelligence has created forms, which we perceive only dimly as shadows are seen against the walls of a fire-lit cave. The notion was simple enough. A lieutenant lying immobile had speculated in such a vein, toward the end of his long stay with us. From his bed one window presented fields and trees and bushes, nothing human; the other window, poles and roofs and habitation. ‘Outside are two worlds,’ he said. A man becomes an observer if tethered a while to one spot. But no, that is not Plato. It is not the question, the dilemma, of mind and soul on the one hand and the corporeal world on the other.

The delay at the Poperinghe rail-head had not been tedious. Awaiting the train, boarding the train, some essence of the men’s emotions is absorbed. Each man has his consciousness that stretches back into a private history. Gaining his allotted compartment he is in a better state than before, a state of ease and of anticipation. Whatever the bodily differences – men light of step, men limping, men prone and blanketed whose weary faces almost sob with the joy of release – whatever their case they now enter a region, a dimension, free from wire and bullet, and orders and exigencies. To do nothing, apply no force of will, that is their condition. Add to this a rhythmic motion, a gentle rumble of sound, and there descends a kind of happiness, felt and shared at one’s window-seat, as nurse and doctor pass to and fro along the corridor from their section at the train’s middle, its heart. My own companions, four or five assorted officers, were mild of demeanour for the most part though undrawn to the pleasures of communication.

We entered Hazebrouck and slowed and halted. A long train on the opposite platform was disgorging troops. They were fresh and healthily noisy, filling their tea-cans with hot water at the hands of attentive women, sipping and gulping at mugs of cocoa. The women were young, like the bevy of English girls I had assisted in the station at Veurne. On my second visit there was good-natured laughter – ‘The lads think you’re our chaperone, sir!’ – the thought had not occurred, they were young women amongst young men and maybe not averse to a dash of flattery. Here on the ambulance train there was proper work for the man of God to do. I went into the corridor and passed along by the open compartment doors. The Methodist chaplain I recognized, active as always, his strength and fervour evident. When the Germans marched through Brussels they had respected his insignia and allowed him to cross over to the Belgian lines. Did I know that a German pastor was on the train? – in the prisoners’ section at the rear, I might wish for a word. Why, of course. But my German was not good; and neither would be his English, a severe Lutheran perhaps, from the countryside.

I was asked by a nurse to pray with a patient. She had done so herself and the doctor said that he was not very bad. The man, however, had seen padres and he must have one brought. His stretcher-bed was the lowest of the stacked tiers; I knelt beside him and got his name, Gunner Carr. He did not want a letter written, no. Neither did he need a prayer for himself. It was his battery, he said, the men hit, while he was left clear. So I spoke a psalm and we prayed together for the souls of his comrades. The anguished face – in dreams it is the faces one sees – went calm.

In the corridor the nurse touched my hand and she thanked me. I hesitated and I looked at her intently.

‘Is it Emma – Emmie? Have you volunteered, then? Did you leave Ludgate Hill?’

‘I’m Winifred, sir. Thank you, so much, sir.’

*

Somewhere beneath one’s striding boots lay portions of a temple built by the Romans, when Boulogne was the town of Gessoriacum, a site and place eloquent of history. I went down from the ramparts and sat a moment in the basilica, but on this occasion paid no visit to the crypt; the handsome columns and fine dome were sufficient. Out in the Rue de Lille I sought food and drink, and was put in mind of Daniel Defoe who exhorted the young English tradesman to vest his money in a good stock of wares and to eschew the gaudy façades beloved of the French. Now, at every hand as I walked, the paint on door and window, on hatch and post and lantern, showed pale and cracked and peeling. But also mellow. The February sun came in low across the quiet street and shone benignly on tables fronting a small café, signed above Chez Charles. I adjusted a chair for the brightest spot and instantly was bonjoured by a small boy in a large, white apron. ‘Coffee, and eggs and toast, if you please,’ I smiled. A sister of the garçon, by her look, or indeed a twin, trollied out the meal piping hot. The coffee’s aroma, the yellows of butter and yolk, raised my appetite to a keen pitch. Very soon I had ordered again and got the same obliging service. Inside the premises there was a stir and clatter of custom, but no proprietorial adult was to be seen. The young pair had the diligence and comportment of the fairy-tale maiden, parents quite lost and siblings and household to care for and superintend. Ill fortune quickens the years.

Adjacent, as the tonic fare did its work, I observed a long window displaying books, and maps and prints, in process of arrangement from behind by a sinewy wrist and hand, which vanished and reappeared tugging at the glass door. Their owner came out and at a slow gait entered the café, to emerge with a tray bearing a large single cup.

‘You are brothers, monsieur?’

I pointed at the café sign, Chez Charles, and at the one over his shop, Chez Charles-Augustin, both a bright red.

‘It is a joke, sir!’

He smiled broadly and put down his tray at my elbow.

‘Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve. He was borne here, at Boulogne. So I honour him.’

Little more than the name was known to me, a writer, yes – and a senator, had he been? In the Second Empire, that was so. He had caused the basilica to be built. The cathedral had been finer, till destroyed by the Revolutionaries…

‘And we French curse the Germans!’

Sainte-Beuve was the father of French literary criticism, décidément, but had favoured the wrong coterie – Béranger, Feydeau – not Balzac, Stendhal, Flaubert. And he had ceased to be a friend of Victor Hugo, which did him much harm.

‘Our Republic must have its gods!’

The great littérateur was a romantic and had opposed the naturalists, who diminished human life. They were only photographers, not artists, not painters of beauty. Zola he would have hated.

‘He failed to move with the times, monsieur? One sympathizes.’

‘What are they, sir – the times?’ He shivered; the breeze had turned cool. He was elderly and wore only a meagre brown linen jacket.

I was invited into his establishment. No mere shop it was revealed but a treasure-house, cavalcades of shelves bursting with books, and serried piles on the floor. One stepped with care as Aladdin must have stepped in the cave.

‘Here are the times. Yesterday’s times, the day before. My sons say that I live in the past. It is a very big place, you know, the past.’ He waved a limp hand toward a step-ladder where the piles were impenetrable. ‘The mountaineer, my daughter, is now a nurse at the hospital. I go weak, in the two thumbs. A bookseller has need of strong thumbs.’

‘These are not busy days, in the trade?’

‘The people sell their books to get coal. Books belong in the home, not the shop. But yes, I am well supplied.’

He waved again, a rich man lamenting his wealth. And he drew me to a swathe of uniform volumes at easy shoulder-height, the entire works of Sainte-Beuve, he said, from Joseph Delorme to Nouveaux Lundis. And he talked of the English Romantics and how Great Britain had created the new Gothic style in revulsion at Napoleon and his foolish Roman emperor’s crown of laurel leaves, his pagan senate. The Houses of Parliament were very noble, magnificent along the river.

‘Boulogne is now a British town. It is necessary.’

‘We shall return it soon.’

‘Sooner than was Calais?’

‘Oh yes!’

Cordially we exchanged cards and I was presented with a print of the old cathedral. We shook hands and I departed for the docks and a timely ship.

*

The sight of the Malmesbury branch train approaching Dauntsey junction along its gently curving single track would be therapeutic after a long journey; I stood on the footbridge so as to savour the moment. Station-master Hill’s greeting had been hearty as I emerged onto the platform and he took my kit-bag and accompanied me over the line, the porter lad being down at the lamp-trimming, he said. The station talk was of cancellations, the Sunday milk-train would likely be cut out, there was neither the men nor the rolling-stock for it. I said that we must enjoy it whilst we could. And I agreed that London’s children should have our Wiltshire milk before school on a Monday morning. ‘The farmers will use the roads, sir. What then?’

My connections and my arrival had been so punctual as to give a sensation of earliness. Stretching away north-westward into the distance the branch line would be empty a little while; from the vantage point of the bridge I was able to take in the creamery, the brickworks, the old canal and lock. And then the line summoned the eye back. There was anticipation in the silent blankness of the rails, at once fixed and expressive of movement. Was there also a touch of apprehension, before the train hove into view? Long years ago a pair of Malmesbury’s pranksters had inveigled a shy boy onto the tracks to lay a penny on the rail. From my pocket I chose one with Victoria shown matronly, not young with her hair tied behind. As we fooled about, trespassing and intent on defacing the coinage, a locomotive materialized from around the bend of the Baskerville cutting, barely in steam, soundless – we shot into the bushes! I saw it still, through the leaves of the hawthorns, a monster thrumming by, whether vengeful or indifferent, who should say?

The old No 839 engine was indeed a homely sight as down it came, and cut smoke, and slipped gently into the milk dock. Wagon doors rumbled open and the work of unloading the churns for siphoning into the great cylinders on the near rail commenced. A porter here at Dauntsey was said to have spun the seventeen-gallon vessels along the platform, two at a time. Momentarily I pictured his muscular dexterity doing service at the foot of a howitzer.

My brother, Cyril, alighted from the single carriage, and he shook my hand and grasped my shoulder, and we took seats in the waiting-room. Yes, I was well. And Malmesbury? Tea expensive, the herbal stuff out of the hedgerows abominable. Street lighting continues a problem. Why must Wiltshire’s lamps be out by nine o’clock, while in Gloucester and Somerset the time is ten? Because here we are only sixteen miles from Swindon and its marshalling yards. And the military camps toward Salisbury, all lit up? They have warning systems and can go dark on the instant. Malmesbury’s lamps have been painted over with more enthusiasm than sense; a councillor said that people were paying for light they never had. Two townsfolk collided, one fell to the pavement and was rendered unconscious; the other was the gas-works manager. The gas itself had been thinned, by order, yet the price was the same. Because, said the gas company, the requisite new equipment was costly.

‘So you see we are well enough, in Malmesbury,’ said Cyril with his invisible smile, as the shunting was completed and we boarded the train. I had not visited for a year, could it be? My good elder brother was unchanged, the same round, untroubled face, clean-shaven almost to boyishness, the same charcoal suiting though solicitors ply no trade on a Sunday. The compartment filled and everyone, a brace of home-coming infantrymen honourably excepted, went quiet.

What a countryside is our north Wiltshire! And what a railway is the Malmesbury branch line! Three miles straight, three and a half miles winding; thirty-six bridges, I had once counted, built for children’s amusement my father suggested, and received a look that betrayed a premature knowingness. As for the fast gallop along the straight stretch, smoke billowing past the carriage windows as now, why, the hurry and haste was not for sheer frolic but for getting the grown-ups quickly to their destination. I perceived it and felt myself different from friends still dwelling in the land where all things adult are at once tyrannical and amusing. In theological college one learned that such pride had been unworthy and was itself childish; sinful, no, at the age of six.

We drummed over Poole’s Bridge – a priest is a pontifex, a bridge-maker – the first of the Avon river crossings. There is a pleasurable sense of height as the water flashes beneath, though the line keeps true and level as it must. Away to the right were the trees of Dauntsey Park, wintry black yet relieved by the bold shape of Dauntsey House, and by the tower of the church close by, smaller but gracious with its four pinnacles – my sight was as good as ever. We passed under the road by Downfield Farm, a cart above us appearing motionless, and began to slacken and slow for Somerford village. Former engine-man Ted Jones used never to like such caution, it was said; with burly frame and thick white beard he was a man for speed and the gates were always opened in good time. At a suitable age my father had confided that Mr Jones’s eyesight was required to be checked every other year, yet on he went, until just before the war. Now we had Mr Eveleigh, Cyril said. Maybe he was a stopping sort of a driver, which would please any traveller returning to his native meadows and hillsides. Over the cattle-creep, the Avon again, through the crossing gates, and we drew to a halt. As our riflemen briskly debouched, the sharp air coming in was softened by the mellifluous accents of station-master Reynolds. I leaned out of the dropped window as he came striding along and I recalled the pale figure that had arrived from South Wales long ago. He paused in his hurry, with a tilt of recognition, and I bade him good evening and said he was looking spry. ‘Our sweet Wiltshire air, Mr Reynolds,’ I boasted. ‘And your Malmesbury bacon, sir, every morning!’ Driver Ted Jones had been a Welshman too. A kingdom having no outer parts, no provinces, would be no kingdom at all. Wiltshire receives coal and iron and copper; we send timber props for pit roofs and fodder for the ponies.

The map-makers call it Great Somerford, but for us parochials it remains Somerford Magna; and little Somerford likewise, it is Somerford Parva. Between the two villages hurtles the newer main line, headed for the Severn and Cardiff, and creating our finest prospect, a viaduct of thirteen arches elegantly spanning the river and its gentle valley. Home from the college in the summer of 1902 I had watched the engineers building it, a break from theology that left the mind clearer, I told Cyril, and he called up similar escapes from the labyrinth of law studies; the bricks had arrived by wagon, purple-red, extra strong, a foreman assured the enquirer, and were mortared in place at remarkable speed over the semi-circles of stout wood. Now we passed under the line by our own square girder bridge, to the boom of an express over our heads, and then there was quiet again as we followed the Avon past Kingsmead Mill, and along the flanks of Maunditts Park Farm, and into Harding’s Cutting. The Roaring Hatches are well banked and there is no flood, close as the river comes. After Burton Hill station, which was built but never opened, we are through Cowbridge and into the final great curve.

‘The Holloway Tunnel, Cyril!’

It was the only one between our town and London’s Paddington – an astonishing ninety-four miles! As always the tunnel entrance rushed up too fast, though the train was slowing as if there were danger; but there never was. The blackness of the bricks had the warmth of smoke, the sudden darkness and noise were brief. Why had the company engineers driven under Holloway Hill, and yet again bridged the Avon, when a termination south of the town would have saved much labour and expense? Not for the excitement of small boys going off on a trip, nor the satisfaction of Army chaplains arriving for rest. Cyril would know the pertinent facts and legalities, and there would be occasion to ask and his answers would make good sense.

They were all stood there, waiting on the platform. It was too cold for them to be out, braving our hill-top town’s uncharitable winds. A woman, yes, if thick-coated and close-hatted, my sister-in-law, Henrietta. But the three daughters, my nieces? Cyril in his last letter had written as never before: ‘And take this as no slight upon your unmarried state, Philip. I watch them a moment, Trix now twelve, and Catherine and Paula, in the garden on a sunny day, any day at all. And there before me is all hope, hope and faith, to be had in this age. If a man and his wife can steer three such graces out into the world without mishap they shall be content.’

*

My accommodation for this period of leave would be the room that I remembered as Cyril’s study. He had moved to the north side of the house where the light was less harsh and untroubled by the weather’s changing moods. His legal books and papers he had taken into the firm’s office in the town, having declined the partnership offered him by Edwin Lambert on the passing of Mr Lambert senior. Property and titles, council rates, and lighting and drainage – these were matters for the daily routine of clients’ affairs and not for fretting over as part-owner of the building and the practice. Young Lambert had understood. Cyril had four ladies to govern and to please, the promised history of Malmesbury and its notables to be researched and written up.

‘Edwin will be worrying at his deeds, whilst I enjoy teas and dinners and games of backgammon.’

The supper laid out on my arrival had said as much: the lean-and-fat pork, and rolls and butter, milk and cream, and cake and jam, all Wiltshire fresh. My nieces stayed up late, listening and exclaiming. Catherine and Paula were so alike, just a year between, Paula a little fuller of face perhaps, Catherine quicker of step. Anxiety over their names soon vanished, with care an uncle too long absent was able to address each with confidence, placing the name now first – ‘Catherine, that is true’ – and then last – ‘Yes, indeed, Paula.’

‘Uncle Philip talks to a hundred soldiers,’ informed Trix, ‘when he does sermons, Catherine.’

‘I forgot my words, in the school play. And I couldn’t hear Miss Hale’s whisper!’

‘I think Uncle Philip has God to whisper to him.’

Trix gave me a smile. She evinced a gentle humour, tinged with an acuteness not unlike that of her uncle about the same age, I fancied.

‘I’m sure God helped my training, Trix. Then he allowed me to go out and do my best.’

She liked my response and it was the bright note on which they all three said their good-nights, leaving an uncle happy yet strangely diffident, amidst the drawing-room’s cushions and pictures.

‘I wish I could say why it’s been so long. Time gets distorted out there. Not forgivable, Henrietta… Cyril.’

‘In war all is forgivable, Philip. It’s the great explainer. Justly so. Some of our legal friends and associates will miss it.’

‘And that very soon, dare we say? And Philip, you must bid Henrietta adieu. I’m Hetty! As of this fine day.’

She laughed and with a few words on the rigours of travel she sped me to my room.

*

In the morning I woke to the awareness of a house utterly silent. Either the hour was early and all were asleep or I had slept overlong and all were about their business. The daylight, sepia-brown through the curtains but on the ceiling above them a whitish glimmer, must speak of school and office and the grocer’s. I felt no guilt. There would be time to engage in a family jaunt or two, an errand here and there, sallies to tea-shops. My room faced south and a little west. I sat by the window and gazed out. The lawn sloped down to the river where the first flecks and blurs of colour were enlivening the earthy banks, as imagined. Over in the high elms the rooks very soon would be noisily boisterous and the far hilliness would begin turning as green as the garden swathe. Good fortune. A man at the right and congruous time may be the receiver of great good fortune.

The dining-room table was set with ham and cheese, bread, butter and marmalade, and coffee-pot still warm. I ate my fill. Then the chiming clock spurred me out, up the garden’s zigzag path, into Sherston Road.

To march eastward scarcely awake into a stabbing sun that favoured the enemy in his vantage points and was cursed for it – such was a part, a thousandth part, of Flanders soldiering. Here today in Malmesbury there was no sun and the sky was soft. The Abbey, half a mile distant, showed solid above a jumble of roofs. With no tower saluting the heavens it should not be approached from this level direction, but up from the south. I walked along Bristol Street and passed the site of the Saxon church on the left, and Harper’s Lane on the right, and turned, before the Triangle that used to be a market, into Burnivale, which is the oddest of streets. More than a lane, yet not quite a thoroughfare, it was in early times a wagon-way that avoided the burghers’ tolls, stretching along the hillside, hung between the upper town and the Avon’s meadows. It runs south-east, at first, and then curves south; seldom does a northerly blast sweep in to disturb its peace and chill its corners, though in high summer a north-westerly shower might be welcomed by the plants that tumble from the gardens above and cling by crack and niche to the steep walls. Below, by the Avon, the brewery and the cornmill appeared active, carts plying, and the malthouse too with its pair of broad towers, one gabled, the other a pyramid – our stony town’s best achievement in brick, a temple to Demeter and her devotees. And here the road ceases to be Burnivale and becomes King’s Wall, yet is the same sturdy causeway serving townsman and traveller alike. It descends and curves eastward, and joining the lower High Street makes a neat emphatic corner. Here a decision is needed: whether to go right for the Avon bridge and the silk mill or left up the High Street proper. At the mill there would be ribbons, one’s habit of present-giving had suffered neglect these last years. But the girls might possess them in plenty, all colours. The High Street would offer the conscience fuller choice…

‘Are you lost, sir?’

‘Why, no.’

The lad gave a cheery nod and tipped his cap; and he nodded again and sauntered off. He wore his confidence lightly, and his youth and his alertness. At home there would be children who could rely on their brother for a word at the right juncture, of advice or of discipline as suited. A coin there might be for them on a Saturday; already he was halfway a citizen and was making his mark.

I turned up the High Street. Climbing the hill, antiquity passed on either side: stone fronts hugging the footway, and pretty doors and casements, and stone tiles above thrusting at the grey clouds, disdaining their threat of drizzle. The street had less of a twist than I remembered and the gradient was not hard work. Soon every building was three storeys high. A foursquare bank, city-like, busy at the door, presided over yards of frontage. Then paraded shops, three, and then an alleyway, and four and five. I halted at the pharmaceutical chemist’s. There was a memory here. As a boy I had ventured through the open doorway, induced by the scents, like a summer garden they were; but the customers were women and girls, and the boy had sidled out. The grown man has no such qualms. I bought soaps and sachets, and perfumed cards, and packs of ribbons too. Each and every courtesy was a joy. The entire street delighted and I revelled in the names – Riddick and Knee, Barnes and Adye and Sneade. The array of tools in the window of John Edward Ponting was a feast for any craftsman’s eye. At Emery’s – baker, confectioner, corn merchant and seedsman – I chose a dozen cakes in a silvery box.

The High Street performs its commercial duties and terminates at the Market Cross. One sits with purchases and takes the measure of the day, whilst fellow loiterers tell rumours and weigh the season and survey the week ahead. The Cross is amply round and nobly vaulted, timeless, pillars absorbing each spoken word into the murmur of the generations.

‘Will you be going inside to a service, sir? I sing in the Abbey.’

He appeared older now, the lad from down the hill, and taller. His boots were big-toed, jacket and trousers thick and greenish. He was all respect for my collar, as his glance lifted over the gateway and its crenellations to the great bulk of the Abbey beyond. I said not this moment, no, and thanked him. Perhaps I should have followed after him into the porch and elucidated the Zodiac and the Labours of the Month, and the figures arched overhead telling their story, from Adam to Pentecost. But he was halfway a citizen, and a singer, and would know well the substance of that place. Perhaps I should have pushed through the ancient wood-and-iron door and gone inside. By Cyril’s account the canon-vicar was a man in harness to war committees that burdened the daily round with papers and talking and called-for actions. Today a mere sight of the Abbey was enough. As ever, the jackdaws wheeled and soared and circled the buttresses; to their primeval eyes the partial ruins were crags. Time is of itself a fearful iconoclast and needs no help from humankind to weaken and smite and destroy.

*

Cyril was in the habit of giving over his Saturday mornings to a relaxed perusal of the Wilts’ and Glo’stershire Standard – ‘pro rege, lege, aris, et focis’ the banner proclaimed – in balance to the tedium of dry documents suffered the previous five days. It was his intention, Hetty informed me, to take up the game of bowls when May arrived or even April. Cyril said that she had also informed him. But the bowling green by Wynyard Mill was to be dug over and sown with beans, he said; the price of large South American haricots was now fivepence-ha’penny the pound, the newspaper stated. Hetty’s disbelief of this tale was laughing and quick, but less than total. Cyril served on a panel or two in the town and might be privy to such schemes. In Surrey and Kent, he said, they were ploughing up golf courses. Hetty too was a follower of the Standard, however, and read out that the Commissioner for Berks, Oxon and Wilts was able to report cheerfully on the general position in Wiltshire, that a large acreage of grassland was already being ploughed. The exposure of his joke Cyril acknowledged with a mirthless Glover smile. More to his liking than bowls, I knew from our midnight ruminations, would be the miniature rifle range at the drill hall; but such an indulgence might be unwise, with tender spirits in the house and the papers fond of war news. He retained all his copies of the Standard, nevertheless, and marked in blue ink items of a more or less positive complexion: Allenby’s entry into Jerusalem last December, on foot; now attacking on a thirty-mile front, Gaza to Beersheba, Turkish-occupied Arab lands being freed. Military authorities coerce German workers. Bread riots in Vienna, Austrian minister Czernin has exchange of views with America – does he comprehend, asks Cyril, the depth of Wilson’s commitment to autonomy for each of the Austro-Hungarian populations? King George opens parliament with words of calm assurance, whilst the Kaiser blusters – position of Belgium and Northern France to be “discussed” – Great Britain to relinquish Gibraltar, Malta, Aden, Hong Kong, Falkland Isles…

‘Not encouraging, Cyril–’

‘Oh yes. The more absurd your opponent’s claims the better your own case.’

‘Philip, you are on leave. Come into the garden.’

Hetty’s kitchen plots were under the strict guiding rule of the Standard’s weekly hints column and now was the time for making new herb beds. My assistance would be unobtrusive, the elderly twice-a-week gardener should not be discomforted. The roots of thyme, mint, tarragon grow matted and must be split and planted into fresh ground; sage may overflower to such an extent that it exhausts the soil and likewise must be moved. A week later, weather permitting, we find we are to consider sowing seed of London cauliflower, early sprouts, onions, lettuce, radish, leeks, celery and marrows. New beds of rhubarb should be planned; but this fine fruit-vegetable, though easy to grow, is demanding of sugar in the kitchen. Registration of cards is now due; if extra sugar is wanted for jam-making later in the year, that is to be reckoned and figured up. The rules for doing this appeared to Hetty both vague and impracticable; the Glover household would content itself with the ordinary ration. Preserves might be had at the door, made by grandmothers and widows. Gardener Joseph assured us that was so and he declared fresh berry fruits, eaten straight from the bush, with cream and a spoon of honey, were a dish for royalty. And did we know that our Malmesbury soil owed its richness to the strength of the Avon clay and the sweetness of the Cotswold limestone mingling?

The unfortunate peer charged by the war cabinet with control of the nation’s foodstuffs was becoming ever more vehement in his pronouncements: what greedy grousers spoke of here as famine, hungry Germans would look upon as luxury. Lord Rhonnda was like a piece of metal, said Cyril, malleable or otherwise, thrust between the hammer of the government and the anvil of the public. ‘A man given a hard responsibility should not be given a hard time of it. But of course he is.’

‘You too, on your panels…’

‘An hour or two a week. A release from the office.’

Having seen some of his minutes I knew better. First came a proposal; then debate; then a decision; and then a scheme of implementation. I saw the merit of my own calling: speak, sing, speak, sing, gather up one’s papers. The cleric proposes, God disposes.

Saturday afternoons were Cyril’s time for his earnest work on our local history and our men of repute and achievement. I joined him. He had begun with the scholars St Aldhelm and William of Malmesbury, and made steady progress. On reaching Thomas Hobbes he found himself fetched up short under the weight of material, and gripped by the breadth and the depth of Hobbes’s thought, on problems of law especially. The shuffling to and fro of documents was for Cyril a means to get loaves of bread; the labourer is worthy of his hire. Law has its true essence in a region above and beyond the mahogany desk; it is a matter too grave, too fateful, to be left in the fidgety hands of lawyers. My own recollections of Hobbes’s writings were vague; agnostic, yes, in his method of reasoning, yet without that lurch to self-indulgence and hedonism that the theologian may perceive as the atheist’s motivation or indeed as the unbeliever’s inevitable fate. Not a misanthrope, said Cyril. The life of man is not poor and brutish, but would be so without law. Now what is law? First, there is the simple, immediate contract: I pay a shilling and you hand me a dozen eggs. Next there is the covenant: I pay a shilling and you undertake to deliver to me a dozen eggs next week. Then, in default, there is the court. This is backed by the coercive power, wherein resides the means by which the covenant is safeguarded and if need be enforced. The coercive power may be the monarch or may be the state. Hobbes lived through the Civil War and framed his philosophy to encompass both forms of government. Yet he fell foul of both parties, fleeing England under Cromwell and Paris under the Jesuits. Home again with the Cavendishes, in Derbyshire, he was advised to abandon political endeavours and he returned to his translations. And so we got his two Homers – Cyril reminded me. To my loss and shame I had never read them. Did Hobbes adhere to the Greek names or succumb to the Roman as Chapman before and too many after? The mightiest god of the Greeks was Zeus, not Jove or Jupiter; the hero of the Odyssey was named not Ulysses but Odysseus. The Hobbes books must be sought out and checked.

After long hours in the study, Cyril was ready for family company at high tea, followed by table games. In the evening friends arrived for a light supper and a glass of fruit wine. They were five or six – physician, clerk, grocer, schoolmasters – with comment and opinion to match a dozen.

‘Men will pay a guinea, Mr Glover, to have their bodies ministered to, but only a sixpence for their souls.’

‘But when does the shopkeeper become a merchant, sir, at what point or conjuncture?’

‘It is the great insult and we smart under it: they that can do, will do, while they that cannot will teach – or preach, Mr Glover, or preach. A dire insult.’

For her part Hetty was equally the attentive hostess and a lively participant. I naturally complimented her.

‘Business as usual, Philip. As the advertisements say.’

*

The history of the Marlborough grammar school was one of flux and vicissitudes, our mindful father had told Cyril when he brought me away for tutoring at home. Latin good, Greek less so, he had said, as my first year ended overlapping Cyril’s last. No longer did a senior boy from the school greet a new mayor on the town hall steps in confident Attic, the custom of generations past. Nor was the games field any better than mediocre, with small concern evidenced for the health and vigour of the body along with the mind. My recollections of that day were of a hot sun and furrowed brows.

‘Was there also a question of money, Cyril?’

‘Perhaps. Father was a good Victorian. Broad of shoulder, spare of tongue.’

‘The house was big, fine for a pair of growing rapscallions. But old…’

‘A burden, to keep in repair. Substantial, fetched a fair price, when his time came… I made fun of you, that last year at school. Your prodigious Greek! Your poor master was nonplussed.’

‘The fun was a compliment. You were wellnigh a grown-up. You were entitled.’

Cyril was unconvinced and must be assured that I had been happy enough to return home, to a rigorous father’s lessons in English and French and theology. If the mathematics was elemental I soon had the compensation of Dr James Heatherley, discovered at Garsdon nearby. Our work on Pindar became the Olympus of my week and before very long we were into the Republic. A curacy was an excellent thing, he said, but his vicar every hour gazed up at the episcopacy while on Sundays the congregation gazed down at their boots.

‘You made me read the Laws, Philip. Gave me no choice!’

‘A student at a prestigious law school? Of course not.’

‘But what an eccentric Heatherley was! Entered the games, at Athens…’

Cyril’s possession of an orderly mind disposed him always to assume a scheme or plan lay behind men’s actions. My worthy tutor had simply chanced to be in Greece at a certain time. The games authorities found themselves deficient in athletes to challenge the numerous Greeks and so called on help from visitors and travellers.

‘…the discus, was it?’

‘He said that he failed, not ignominiously.’

During his absence, of three or four weeks, as memory served, I made effort and completed the work he had left for me. So wherein lay Aristotle’s weakness, he demanded on his return, as a man of science? I had no answer. It was the want of experimentation, James said. A wonderful observer, but he lacked the urge to toy with nature, to manipulate. He believed that life arose spontaneously in his jar of rotting meat. If he had set up a second jar, not open to the air but tightly lidded, no insects would have entered and there would have been no new life.

‘James Heatherley was a Renaissance man, Cyril. I was fortunate.’

Yet we could put no finger on his present whereabouts. Had he performed at London’s White City in 1908? We mused and whimsied.

‘I picture you hurling the javelin, Cyril. You have the arms for it.’

‘Impaling my opponent in court? One sees tactics near as bad.’

*

By reason of its being deferred and put off for days, and then a week, and more days, our trip to Dauntsey had begun to acquire for Catherine and Paula the magnitude of an expedition. Truly the weather was icy. One morning the inside of my window was frosted, which proved the efficacy of the thick curtains, I assured Hetty, as my room did not feel cold; but she instructed that I leave my fire burning later and she telephoned for extra coal. Nevertheless frosty mornings that are sharp and wintry to the adult are bright and sunny to the child; head-shakings may soon take on the look of excuses. Cyril’s counsel that we await the proper spring in March the girls derided; March is a windy month, said Trix, possessor of a very fair collection of bonnets. The decision to accompany her uncle and sisters on the train had come suddenly and with a request that we set out early enough to go on and visit Chippenham, which the map in the study showed as a big town lying on the main line just a few miles – Trix knew scales and had measured it – beyond Dauntsey. With all of this I agreed. The presence of my eldest niece would bring opportunity for conversation on the journey. Also, said Hetty, it would exert a calming influence on young spirits set free after tedious months indoors.

On the chosen day there was just a hint of rain, or possibly sleet, and a wind gusty though not strong, vindicating all of us one way and another. If the weather was drab, and coats serviceably so, the bonnets were brightly defiant with newly stitched flowers, Catherine and Paula two or three in pink and yellow, Trix a many-coloured spray. As I helped them down from the horse-cab and conducted them into the station, purchased four tickets and led them through onto the platform, I caught the temper of a father’s cares and concerns. The exigencies of Cyril’s daily round, his myriad anxieties that seldom showed, they were centred here. Are not such men the heart and soul of England, of every land? We others are flotsam that ebbs with the tide and is gone.

‘A pretty sight on a grey morning, sir!’

Crossing the rails with practised ease, Mr Doswell had come down from the engine house to greet the passengers boarding his second train out. What is early for young ladies and their chaplain uncle is hardly so for a station-master who has bustled off the toilers and servers to their work in chill darkness and now settles into the quieter part of his day. He chose a compartment in the first of the two carriages, opened the door and genially waved us in. We had all of the seats to ourselves, eight to the four of us; or rather one each for Trix and myself, three each for Catherine and Paula who quickly tried them out. The umbrellas I placed out of harm’s way up on the rack.

‘Remember the noisy tunnel,’ warned Trix as we moved off. They instantly abandoned the window seats for the safer middle and folded their arms.

‘Tell us when!’

The goods shed floated by on our right and as we ascended the gentle incline the open pastures of Conygre Mead came into view on our left, the name meaning ‘rabbit field’, Cyril had recalled for me, the monks of the Abbey on the hill having dined well in their time. There was talk, Cyril said, of ploughing up the Mead and putting in vegetables. What would grow productively in such marshy soil alongside the river? Potatoes, somebody had argued, a good substitute for bread.

‘Now!’ cried Trix.

Our young pair cupped hands to ears and made themselves straight and stiff – and Catherine that was a year older took a hand daringly away as we plunged in – and clapped it back again at the noise! In moments we were through and they laughed themselves calm.

‘Why does the engine go backwards?’ asked Paula. She must have noticed the bunker-first disposition as we entered the station.

‘Malmesbury is a terminus,’ said Trix, and we shared a glance. Turntables and points and shunting were not a subject for the present, I believe we silently agreed.

‘Trix does Latin,’ Paula explained.

‘And algebra,’ Catherine nodded.

These were no sort of sisterly boasts. They were matter-of-fact statements, as if giving the time of day, read off from a very accurate clock.

‘I wasn’t especially good at mathematics,’ I confessed, and I threw out a challenge for them: ‘Which is bigger, two-thirds or three-fifths?’ Catherine said she would tell me, if she had a pencil and some paper to work it out.

‘When Great-Aunt Louisa visited’ – Trix gazed at me with a suggestion of an apology – ‘she said that nephew Cyril was a Roman and nephew Philip was a Grecian.’

I responded that Aunt Louisa was right and we could discuss that with interest some time. Certainly the Romans had difficulty with their cumbersome numerals and the Greeks were no better, using their alphabet, though such good geometers. After due pause I remarked on the number of cows to be seen along the river where they were lazily drinking; fifteen I counted in a short stretch.

‘They have to drink, for milk,’ said Catherine.

Of course. The land along the river is all needed for the dairymen; the carrots, beans and parsnips can be grown on the allotments and holdings dotted anywhere, not requiring quantities of water. What kind of Wiltshire man is it who forgets such a commonplace? Cyril’s panels maybe had gained an outsider or two, escaped from a sulphurous town, zealous but unschooled in farming matters; or else men like Philip Glover absented too long from their native countryside. Also, for passengers on railways that run flat along river valleys, cows will provide constant interest with their colours and sizes, and standing and lying, and being chased by a farmer for who knows what reason. Of bridges, both over and under, we had no discourse. They rushed by with a curt rudeness. Now if nieces had been nephews – but a relaxing uncle has no need or wish for boyish excitements.

As we slowed for Dauntsey station I pointed out the creamery, over to the left. Possibly ice-cream was made there, in the summertime, had they heard of that? They had not and must ask and find out. So we alighted in sustained good humour. It was cold and windy and the Chippenham train was not due for twenty minutes. We should have to cross over the main line, but the waiting-room was on our side and would have a fire burning. I hastened my charges forward – I had seen a through-express looming! Ill-timed and malicious, the monster shrieked and thundered through. We swirled inside.

‘My goodness!’ laughed Catherine as I closed the door, laughed and winced.

‘Goodness!’ Paula echoed.

‘This is not our quiet Malmesbury line,’ I agreed, and as if to console us the room’s occupants eased a pathway to the fire. Three young ladies and a clergyman make a redoubtable band. Nor were our fellow journeyers of a single stamp, I noted, to be given one label, but a commixture of the local citizenry, townsman and yeoman and cottager; and perhaps others from lesser counties having business here in Wiltshire. They were middling and elderly, with a child or two to hand, mother at home, and a gunner who by a nod acknowledged my collar and cap. I remarked on the fire’s blaze, to the very old gentleman sat before it.

‘When the railway has no coals we shall know we’re done for,’ he grinned back. ‘There’s always hell to look forward to, sir!’

Our stopping-train drew in, slowly enough, but I missed the name on the spruce locomotive, which would have supplied entertainment, a contrast to the toiling workaday engines on our branch line with only their modest numbers.

There was a corridor too, for spry young folk to walk in after seats were taken and the train pulled out, while uncle and elder sister decorously reposed. At the Christian Malford halt a loaded villager was set down. Trix rose and looked out, and she said what a lovely name the little place had. As we again moved off, and gathered speed, an express roared past the other way – very long, coach after coach, windows flashing at us. ‘Whoosh!’ Catherine left her window seat and Paula made a crouch. ‘No, this isn’t Malmesbury,’ I grimaced and Trix shook a wise head.

‘That’s a branch line too,’ I indicated minutes later as a single track curved away on the left, ‘to the town of Calne.’ A nice place, yes, one had heard, though quite small; and large enough I supposed for the people who lived there, a piece of philosophy that had from Catherine and Paula ready agreement. And so presently, all attention, we saw the big sheds of the railway works, and then came signals and yards, and suddenly there were tracks all about and the clatter of points. We detrained in some triumph, and we admired the length of Chippenham’s platforms and the canopies, not as big as Swindon’s, no, I was bound to say, and not London’s, of course. The waiting-room was commodious and warm; we sat awhile and enjoyed our bread and cheese and lemonade. I cast an eye over the ordnance survey map of the town, supplied by Cyril from the time when he had business here occasioned by the floods, and we set off.

Station Hill was adjacent to the station and was indeed a hill. The road at the bottom of it, called on the map New Road, no doubt was new when first constructed but had aged. We stood at the corner and viewed the massive stone viaduct that carried the line onward, to Bath and Bristol. It was very grand, five lofty arches, with smaller ones to the side. An elderly bystander, seeing our interest, told us that the great Brunel had lodged close by as the work proceeded and his site office was still up there by the trackway. Turning in the other direction we were led by the road to the River Avon, which we discovered to be wider than our own Avon. Paula said that it must be rainier here. There were swans also and peering through the stone pillars along the bridge Paula spied a waterfall. The nature and purpose of weirs would be a fine topic for another day, we hurried on. God’s rivers, like man’s railways, are inviting to winds.

To walk up a High Street – the glance ahead, the breath as one takes in the scene, the stepping out – is an Englishman’s pleasure. The way should be broad, as here at Chippenham, though Malmesbury’s is narrower. The buildings should be four and five storeys, whilst ours are three at most. There should be motor vehicles, but not many; visitors to our hill-top town had been reported as needing help for their faltering machines from a horse. Shops, of course, should abound.

‘Is this a city?’ asked Catherine.

‘No. Our Wiltshire city is Salisbury, with a huge cathedral. When I’m home again perhaps we’ll go there. We could hire a motor-bus and take friends. In summer.’

Shops indeed should abound. They should be wide and should be tall, windows big-paned, doors opening smoothly at a touch, rooms extensive, stairs rising well banistered to the floors above. At Spinke’s the Stationer and Printer we found chalk pastels in fifteen splendid hues and quality notebooks for Cyril’s researches. At queenly Frank Belcher & Co we bought dresses and bonnets, three and three. There were more confectioners than our small party could justly favour. The pastry shops excelled. Our four pairs of arms acquired bags and boxes to their limits. At the head of the High Street – the Shambles shown on the map were no longer there, cleared away for traffic, one guessed, as also the old Butter Cross – we came into the Market Place. Opposite stood the Bear Hotel.

‘Uncle Philip,’ said Trix, ‘you are cold. Let’s have tea.’

The hotel as we crossed over presented a façade of quoined windows and fluted pilasters, rising to a roof triple-gabled. Above the porch a decorative rosette shone with fresh paint, the vacant flagpole too, very white. We passed through the doors and were greeted in the vestibule by a gentleman in pink-brown livery and black top-hat, who led us into a salon and seated us in ample chairs close by a flaming hearth. He smiled at our purchases, tumbling to the carpet, and beckoned over a maid.

‘Trix likes pictures,’ enthused Catherine looking about the walls.

‘Not horses,’ said Trix. And indeed one had the sense of immersion in the household of a wealthy and beneficent country squire. The maid hovered, smartly dressed in black and mauve, as we perused the elegant script of the tariff and debated.

‘Our extra cream teas, sir, are sans pareil.’

‘Goodness!’ said Trix smiling.

With matters so easily decided, an uncle was able to be silent and lean back in the warmth and the comfort. My eldest niece was perceptive beyond her twelve years, quietly aware, at once alert and free of fuss. We gazed through the window, both of us, at the scene. Here in these chambers one felt a part of the town’s bustle and throb, yet shielded from it. When Prometheus stole fire from the gods his purpose surely was to make glass.

The fare set upon our table was bounteous. After the butter-scones and clotted cream and thick strawberry jam we were allowed no pause, except for the replenishment of the large pot, which was let stand awhile because uncles who are soldiers like their tea strong. As she halted the trolley of cakes before us, and selection from the tiers commenced, the maid was as genial as she was proficient. Then she hesitated.

‘Last week we had Mrs Bramwell Booth here, sir, in Chippenham. They are so warm and fiery, the Salvationists. My father says they’re not the Church. Was I wrong to go, sir? If you’ll excuse me.’

Gladly I explained that the Salvation Army were able to send their people anywhere, whilst a Church of England vicar must remain in his own parish. So the Salvationists make a bold figure, of Godliness and fervour. And social concern also, human concern. I had seen them at their work. Many times in many places. Heroic unstinting work.

*

The daily walk along Burnivale and up the High Street continued to give me satisfaction, though the plants in the stone walls’ crevices showed little new life and the goods in the windows were now familiar. One offered no complaint. An absence of change, a want of incident, may be itself a sort of happening. And if this quietude was present in the streets of the town it would be more evident still out in the lanes and fields under expansive skies. So I climbed the garden steps and turned not east but south, and crossed the Truckle Bridge over the river, into Foxley Road, which promptly swung westward up the gentle hillside. The sun was at my back, illuminating hedgerow and pasture, roof and wall of cottage and barn, with a light clear and sharp; and the trees stood out plainly, not leaf-shrouded but sheer and precise of limb as if sculpted. Winter’s colours were there for the willing eye to see, modest greys and browns that became silver and ivory and tawny and russet. The road itself was a gritty palimpsest, written over by hoof and wheel, yet kindly enough to marching boot. On the right Albourne Farm went by. Beyond it lay the old quarry where we had played among the silent stones, oblivious of the aeons that slumbered in there. To the left was the brick-kiln. Here was the meeting of grey-white limestone and red-brown clay, as gardener Joseph had said.

My physical fitness gratified. Foxley village was put behind within the hour, by my watch-compass; Foxley Manor with its dovecote ruins came abreast and receded. At the crossroads, a distance on, I halted and looked back. Somehow the Roman road had been missed. I turned left, which was southward. Soon the road narrowed to a lane and straightened. I had found the Fosse Way. As the ground perceptibly rose the lane veered off, south-eastward, but I held to the course, which now became a mere trackway. My reward after twenty stiff minutes was the gaining of a fine upland, with a hamlet and an inn.

The landlord of the King William – a strange townish name for an establishment so small and remote – already had benefit of three patrons and the welcome given his fourth was robust.

‘A military parson is a rare sight up here, sir, best of days. Maybe you shall stop for a pie and such.’

A comment in humorous vein, on the tramping hard by of Roman legions, would have been perhaps otiose. I looked about genially and complimented him on his crackling fire.

‘Two things a man wants, sir. Winter, lit logs. Summer, cellared ale. That’s your public house.’ With a hint of a flourish he stooped and pokered, and he let the flames light up his ruddy cheeks. ‘There’s wood about. A barrow of logs gets a thirsty man two pints of beer. We’re back to bartering hereabouts.’ His large grin had the hearty plainness, unspoiled by excess of deference, that is agreeable to come upon at any time and juncture. The beer he set down on the oaken bench was golden brown. The taste was rich and refreshing, as I glanced across at my fellow drinkers, one to another. A cleric’s attention, casually bestowed, may calm the agitated or may stimulate the silent. The landlord made busy, his slight stature allowed a quickness that we men of heavier frame will strive after but always lack.

‘Will the reverend be along later?’

‘That I doubt, Simon.’

One seldom saw a Victorian field-smock. The very old man on the settle wore double against the weather and a muffler at the chin with no beard.

‘You would be told the tale of Simon’s jackdaw, sir. Only in the evenings, and for a stranger specially.’

The other two occupants of the sole public room continued their murmur, over tankards lustred by the radiance of the fire. I caught only a word or a half of a sentence. One’s ears do not serve, alehouse yarning or church litany, as well as they might. In this upland tract the talk would be of sheep or maybe wheat. I stayed for the pie.

‘Made at home?’

‘That depends, sir. If it pleases, my good wife. Otherwise, the baker’s at Sherston.’

My prompt judgement caused the lady to be fetched out from the kitchen. Pride and embarrassment were further mixed and multiplied as the landlord bade me step over to an alcove where hung a picture, a river scene, twelve or fifteen inches by nine or ten.

‘Pies and painting, sir. Was ever a husband so favoured?’

‘Our pretty Avon?’

‘Up here we like the river. Down in the valley they like the hills. Discontent, you see. My father used to say, it was all because this is a passing existence. We are meant for a greater life.’

‘He was a preacher?’

‘Six days a week. Sundays he left to the parson.’

Over by the fire the two heads were raised in our direction.

‘Your father was seldom wrong, John Chiles. Very seldom.’

‘He was not, John.’

I took a second pint of beer and waited for more of the patrons’ sallies and the landlord’s wit. Too soon the glass yawned empty.

‘You’ll be visiting the artist, sir, the Belgian gentleman? He taught my wife, by his kindness.’

He lived farther up the track, at the crest, I was told. The landlord saw me out and pointed the way, half a mile, he said. My watch had stopped, but the sun showed there remained ample daylight. And is not each February day longer than the one before?

*

If the man of military parts knows well his miles and his furlongs he is also aware that distance may be altered by terrain and by weather, by the season and the very hour. Even so the way began to seem unduly long and slow. I looked hard about on either side, and halted, and went on. At length, peering backward, I saw beyond the hedgerow dim grey walls and a low grey rooftop, receding into trees. Through a gap in the bushes a brown post was visible. With fresh vigour I retraced my steps and found signs of trodden grass. I breasted a row of coppiced beech to stand before a small gate, not long since painted, thick brown colour brushed deep into the wood’s cracks and knots. The hinges were well blacked. At my lift of the wire loop the gate swung noiselessly inward.

I was in a garden of vegetables. Patches of green stretched away, ragged from the harshness of winter but ordered, savoys and kales and leeks, bright against the dull earth. Along the borders were shrubs, of the sort that give unseasonable colour, yellow jasmine and bronze photinia. The ground under my boots was firm with square pavings that went directly up to the stone-built cottage. A man stood there by a wooden porch – not my brother, Cyril, of course. He was smaller, an older shrunken Cyril, with a silent smile. Then he did speak.

‘You went by. So intent.’

He opened the door and gestured me in. He wore thick wool, shirt and jersey.

‘The north window is wide, in which I work. Outside is for the summer.’

And he remembered me well, he said, though I confessed that my recollection of him had been faulty, so like my brother he had looked. He was the Belgian of professorial manner I had befriended at the Charlton Park hospital, three years since. He had escaped from Liège, after the shooting of his son. ‘For the crime of patriotism,’ he had told me. His name was Labeque I now recalled, as he showed me his pictures.

‘Many are the river, where I go when the warmth returns. Then I continue in the winter, a touch here and there. Between study.’ There was a liking for the broad expanse of water, not frequent on our twist-and-turn Avon. The surfaces were placid and boldly blue; and there were fleets of emerald mallards and black coots done large, the white on the head prominent.

His questions were earnest, as to my doings and my period of leave. Three years as Army chaplain was very long. I ought to get away, he said.

‘That is a word – ought – lying somewhere in the haze between law and morality. My solicitor brother warns me against it. Simply come home, he says.’

I told my host of the pronouncement made one day in the mess by a young officer, not known for facetiousness, that if everyone on all sides walked off the war would finish. The true and the preposterous may be found in the selfsame words. Thoughts of resigning thereafter vanished. The man himself was killed within the week. I stared hard, at the burial, into my heart and mind. There was only sadness for the man’s life, his loss of hope, of faith.

‘My religion is in the reeds, Mr Glover. The herons. The trees.’

‘Your method is very precise. Each leaf, so bright…’

‘More colour, yes, than nature. The painter is a poet. A dramatist.’

‘The landlord’s wife has a similar style, at the King William. Quite florid, truthfully. I had a wonderful pie.’

He took the kettle from the glowing fire and made us tea, with sugar spooned from a red bowl and milk from the cool larder set in the thick wall. There was a cake or two, of the Belgian sort, a gingery flavour; he said they were baked for him down at Sherston. We talked of Charlton Park where the Long Gallery had been turned into a convalescent ward. His wound had been minor and had soon healed.

‘A good house. Tall towers, chimneys. Elizabethan? A good woman, the Countess Daisy. American. Beautiful gardens laid out. Pavilions and a colonnade, a lily pond. I began painting there.’

‘You may be back soon, in Liège. One has faith. Faith and hope. No matter the times.’

‘No. I shall not return. The damage.’

‘The Germans will be made to repair the damage, at their cost…’

‘Bricks. The damage is not bricks. It is a civil war. Europe is crippled. Its faith goes, in itself. Europe will be overrun.’

He related for me, like a man reading a story, the events of August 1914. The Germans crossed into Belgium on the fourth, shooting priests from the beginning. ‘Caligula said, “Oderint dum metuant – Let them hate us so long as they fear us.”’ Liège was reached the second day. The forts were annihilated by the siege guns. So great was their recoil, it was said, that they first were set in concrete. The city was bombed from the air. ‘Concrete and the Zeppelin. That is Kultur in this twentieth century. And when they entered the city – the singing! Incessant singing, the Rhine and Germany and Germany and the Rhine.’ He was a lecturer in metaphysics; alone, devoid of family, his son gone. Namur to Brussels, to Antwerp. The secure life was not to be found. He took ship for England. The grey waves. He endured death, of the spirit. There is no soul, to carry one to another world. He apologized.

‘There are the senses. Sun after storm. A kingfisher flashes along the river.’

We left his armchairs and fireside for a turn about the garden. I praised his work, his produce.

‘Good for greens, the soil. Not for root crops, too stony. Anything above the ground. Beans, the ones called runners.’

Almost with enthusiasm he showed me his store of logs around the back.

‘Prometheus was a great benefactor.’ I smiled. ‘A northerner, I fancy.’

We walked to the edge of his tranquil domain; and we gazed, beneath a droop of ash trees, out across the downland. The sun had stayed bright and was catching the west front of the distant Abbey. I asked did he ever visit the town.

‘On occasion.’

‘I believe my brother’s wife, and eldest daughter, would enjoy your paintings. If you will, please bring along a canvas of two. Or I might come and acquire something…’

‘Yes. Come up here again, Mr Glover. You are like this ageing Belgian. You desire peace.’

*

It is a remark heard at mess tables and in recreation rooms, a theme casually raised and let drop, that the civilian is not able to envisage conditions at the Front, and neither should such onus be laid on him. Soldiering is its own world. A man put in pieces is a thing not communicable. Nevertheless, there is much that can be easily grasped and is public knowledge. Soldiers march and are hardened to it, and sometimes welcome it. The concern at my walk into the countryside, a mere sixteen or eighteen miles, when I arrived home in the evening, was not expected. As an elder brother Cyril had rarely over the years clipped on the badge of authority but did so now, and Hetty also. I said that savouring England was a part of the combatant’s period of ease and restoration, which they were not disposed to deny. Even so my encounter with Monsieur Labeque was not a matter for idle parlour conversation. And what was the substance of it? What was he, Monsieur Labeque? Metaphysician? Historian? Prophet? Did he speak some dark, some leaden, truth? On the uplands I had met a painter, which would suffice for the present.

Trix was a paragon of understanding. Soldiers fight for their country and our country is Wiltshire. We had an amusing exchange, after school the following day. Geography says we do not lie at the centre of England; that is to the north, somewhere about Derby the atlas showed, where my curacy had been served. But Wiltshire, we told ourselves, is England’s quietly beating heart. We laughed at the sentiment – and then agreed that we were right! Why, the finest of England’s railways came directly through us, and divided itself into two for sheer joy, and went on into the West Country and South Wales, to Caerleon where Arthur himself had held kingly court. In school under Miss Hemple, Trix was reading The Idylls of the King; and The Lady of Shalott – “The mirror crack’d from side to side” – why was the Lady cursed, did she commit the sin of vanity? I said that vanity was not a sin. As God created us in his own image, mind and body, a little self-regard would seem to be natural, almost obligatory, one might say. Trix was to read from Tennyson for the Saturday evening guests sometime soon. What would I suggest? His few lines out of the Iliad appealed – “Then rose Achilles dear to Zeus” – but I held back and promised to read more and then offer a thought or two. She got me the Works from her cabinet.

I was halfway through her King Albert’s Book, dated Christmas 1914, “A Tribute to the Belgian King and People”, the cover severe in pale grey linen soberly tooled, the pages wide and parchment-like. The index of contributors was a wonder: “Never before, perhaps, have so many illustrious names been inscribed within the covers of a single volume.” Asquith and Balfour one would anticipate, and Grey and Churchill, and Gambon, and Curzon and Kitchener; and Roberts, Beresford, Jellicoe. But writers and scholars also had penned their eulogies: Hardy, Kipling, Bennett, Chesterton, Galsworthy; the Spanish poet Ramon Jiminez; the Belgians Maeterlinck and Verhaeren, and France’s Bergson; composers too, Stanford and Elgar and Debussy, and Pietro Mascagni whose Intermezzo Trix thought so tenderly beautiful. There were men of science, Marconi and Lodge and Lankester; and the artists Dicksee and Nicholson and Monet, and Kay Nielsen of Denmark. There was the Norwegian explorer Nansen. There were Americans, though their country was not at that time in the war: Carnegie, Jack London, Edith Wharton – her poem ran, “Not with her ruined silver spires, not with her cities shamed and rent…” There was the Australian classicist Gilbert Murray. The book had many fine plates. Trix liked Frank Dicksee’s argent knight, cross and flag uplifted, striding into fearsome red flame; Resurgam he had entitled it, and I was pleased to tell her that same word crowned the south portal of St Paul’s cathedral.

The paintings in Trix’s collection of Hill’s Fine Art cigarette cards were without colour, yet clearly done, though small, and on the back bore helpful notes. I was not familiar with Meissonier’s pictures; there were four or five, mostly of soldiers, posed cavaliers and musketeers, one of a quarrel, which the note said he had painted to refute an assertion that his figures wanted action. Fragonard, I read with her, was among the gayest of the French school of the careless and luxurious eighteenth century. Trix admired the Leightons, such elegant women, and Millais and Burne-Jones. There was no Waterhouse, no Lady of Shalott drifting in her enchanted boat. Perhaps this had appeared in the first series of the cards. A girl at school possessed some of them; Trix had persuaded her father to abandon his pipe in time for the second series as it came out. Now there would be no more, the paper shortage having compelled the government last year to stop all such waste. Cyril had reverted to his old briar and his Churchman’s Tortoiseshell mixture.

If I were to travel to London in search of Hobbes’s two Homers, in the streets threading between church and church in the city, Waterhouse’s Lady might be found for Trix, her birthday falling soon – a handsome lithograph, full-coloured in gold frame. Such a venture Cyril, man of committees, must in his wisdom deem inessential at this time. Instead we made journeys of imagination, the six of us, sitting warm in the parlour with a fire that flared and crackled, as if it were another presence, Trix romanced; and the rain too, hitting against the windows, echoed Catherine. Each in turn we chose a place that we should like to go and visit again or a memory that was pleasant and stimulating to conjure up. Paula went down to Cornwall for the beaches and the sand, with donkeys to see and watch, but not for riding, which was unkind. Catherine accompanied her and liked best the big rocks and waves – such a crash! Trix needed time to ponder; she could remember so many good things. Hetty chose London and the Tussaud waxworks; she had wanted to see them after first reading Dickens’ Old Curiosity Shop, though when her parents finally took her she felt the figures to be rather ghostly and not a form of art to equal portraits. And Cyril, he called up the passing of Alfred Lord Tennyson, when our father took us, his two sons, to Westminster Abbey for the magnificent ceremony; prime ministers and ambassadors and courtiers, and yes, a poet or two. Cyril was sixteen, I was eight. Everyone looked so big, was my recollection, in their stern black clothes.

‘Not a mournful scene,’ said Cyril, ‘a celebration. Then I remember Father saying, it was the passing of an age.’

*

Mention was made to the evening guests of our young Miss Glover’s studies, not of course in her presence. Schoolmaster Capleton was a fellow enthusiast for Waterhouse, he said; and for Tennyson, who had shifted away early from the Romantics with their shallow self-indulgence and given his talents and powers to the larger vision. Byron’s Childe Harold roamed Europe sating his thirsts; Tennyson’s Arthur and his knights sallied forth to right wrongs. A more responsible age was entered on, after the Georgian and the Regency. Thank her, Victoria, for that. And Albert – barely German, a Hanoverian.

‘To go before the war’s end – Waterhouse. Not knowing…’

It was acknowledged the outcome of the war lay as far from the reach of cold prognostication as a month ago, a year. Shortages at their worst ever. Vast enemy forces released from the eastern front, now that Russia was finally out, the refrain of “the Joy of Battle” unabated at Berlin. Yet our combined efforts of artillery, aircraft and tanks were now superior to anything the Germans could put together. And how soon would the Americans be in the field?

‘How soon indeed. Germany will push hard. Don’t doubt it.’

Cyril moved us on, with a chairmanly look. He laid firm hands on the jug and he dispensed more elderberry, his own brew, made very strong as substitute for the port wine, which was no honest cargo for shipping.

Mr Capleton was unhappy that Cyril gave the prosaic Hobbes all his attention and had not delved into John Dryden, who it seems had lived several months at our Charlton Park, the country seat of his wife’s family, in the plague year of 1665.

‘A tenuous connection, Harry. You’ll find no ripples of the Avon in Dryden. A city man, head and boots.’ Mr Lowe’s demeanour and speech were less grave than his fellow master’s, playfully waspish. And Cyril was too far into Hobbes to be diverted by the life and writings of a poetaster – no, in fact, Dryden became a substantial critic, insisted Mr Capleton, our literature’s first.

Cyril had found himself compelled to study in some depth the turbulent era in which Hobbes lived. ‘Do ever men think freely, aloof, detached from their own ills and times?’

‘Rarely,’ conceded Dr Lipscombe, with a physician’s sorrow.

‘Recall Pope…’ Mr Lowe allowed us a moment. ‘“We think our fathers fools, so wise we grow, our wiser sons no doubt will think us so.”’

Hobbes had learned from Thucydides, said Cyril, the lesson that demagogic orators are perilous to the people. Under a government stable and strong, under just laws justly upheld, the demagogue does not thrive; there is no discordancy to be seized upon, no mob anger to be raised to a heat. In giving us his social compact Hobbes may appear to be describing facts out of history, but he is not. He is playing the logician, projecting his thoughts from Euclid, the great discovery in his mental life, into human affairs…

‘Euclid has nothing on the sections of the cone,’ said Mr Capleton, ‘…oddly. So much in there – circle, ellipse, parabola.’

From the existence of the laws of geometry Hobbes attempts the deduction that laws of the commonwealth may be attainable, driven by his dread of anarchy, for its destruction of both the necessaries and the civilities of life. I suggested that Hobbes’s agnosticism, real or supposed, placed him close to the Ionian Greeks whose thinking proceeded on the assumption that the gods were separate entities from the material, from matter, and could not be used as explanatory forces. ‘Is law then man-made – or natural – or given of God? Cyril?’

‘What we have by nature comes from the Author of nature, was Hobbes’s position. He was too much maligned. He was no atheist, a Greek testament lay always on his table. So we may conjoin them, nature and God, on the Hobbesian view. The problem is not origins. It is, where ought sovereign power to reside? With monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy?’

My knowledge of Aquinas was too slender to be drawn upon and would likely have been an irrelevance. More sandwiches – laced with an extract that ‘“increases the value of other foods”’, read off Hetty from the jar – were a needful digression.

‘The law consists in words,’ stated Cyril. ‘Philosophers should commence their reasonings from that. The office choked with documents is a necessary evil on the High Streets–’

‘The law is golden, Cyril!’ Mr Lowe laughed around. ‘I leave it secured away in a strongbox and hope never to use it!’

‘Yes, special pleading, Cyril,’ cautioned Dr Lipscombe. ‘The mark of the professional man. We all do it, I fear.’

‘Absolutely not–’

Hetty this evening had said little, attentive to all and not least to me. Her interjection imposed a silence.

‘The Merchant of Venice is said to be about money – Jewishness – women’s stratagems. It’s about law.’

‘Oh yes!’ cheered Cyril.

‘Shylock knows well the importance of Venice’s laws. Probity underpins her trade, her prosperity. He legitimately plays on this. In common parlance the word flesh includes blood – did you ever see a piece of bloodless flesh? But common parlance is not the language of law, law is precise. Poor Shylock’s vengefulness dulls his wits. A man who insists he will have his bond, no matter what, should have marked what the bond precisely stated. A bond is words. Shylock overlooked that.’

And there was the difficult business of the daughter – Shylock’s treatment of Jessica, hers of him. But the hour was late for a matter so delicate to be broached and considered. They would be asked another time, Cyril, the others.

It was resolved that we should all go up to London for a performance the earliest opportunity, come the good day. I reflected that Trix would be old enough to accompany us and trusted that Catherine and Paula would not.

*

A man and his wife together may exert influence on a third individual, vaguely or obliquely, of which he is barely conscious; and they too, after years of close harmony, may be unaware of it. Or the influence will become overt and turn to evident and unashamed persuasion. Cyril would make a point, not overly emphatic; Hetty would concur whilst adding a particular, an if or two. The advertisement placed in the North Wilts Herald by Woolf Brothers of Swindon offered suits and overcoats made-to-measure at pre-war prices, which might be too good to miss, opined Cyril. Very true, chimed Hetty, if no quality suit or coat had been bought in many a season, mild or harsh, as was my case. It was Cyril’s case also, he confessed; we Glovers it seemed were a pair of gentlemen neglectful of our obligations to the tailoring trade. I said that I would go on my own, however. Cyril and Hetty should have a separate trip, without burden of brother, or children either. The Herald as much as said so: a sales event at McIlroy’s millinery salon and Eliza Comes to Town at the Empire Theatre. Our King’s Arms hotel engaged me a place in the tourer-car regularly hired from their associates at Swindon’s Rifleman Inn and I duly descended on the famous rail junction and began the process of sartorial indulgence. Swindon, I agreed on my return, could boast itself more than a big station passed through on the way from London, a further motor-ride to the town for fitting would be no hardship. Cyril and Hetty made their car booking, on the date of a school closure for staff matters, and they went off.

Trix had proposed, and required, that we four start our day with an hour of quiet reading in the parlour. Scanning Cyril’s shelves I declined Keble, though my theology might be in a state of disrepair, and took Buchan’s Prester John for its drama and with an eye to the concluding pages, at once worldly and sanguine. Trix opened her new Faerie Queene, which she expected to be quite magical and would not rush. Catherine and Paula fetched from their room a half-dozen books brimful of pictures and tales and rhymes. This was a sort of holiday and so there should be no dull schoolwork, declared Trix, projecting a sense of occasion. When rays of early March sunshine came in at the window the reading must be abruptly given over, for a first attempt at croquet. Our brisk inspection showed the lawn to be drying out well after a few days of light wind. It had been a long winter and we were all eager; hoops and mallets and balls were disencumbered from the summer house and I laid out the positions, as memory served.

The four of us fell naturally into two teams, Paula and myself as youngest and oldest, Catherine and Trix in between. Paula chose red and yellow balls, committing our opponents to the unexciting blue and black. A few strokes into the game Trix’s commentary, delivered for my benefit not least, presented a form of the rules in which the winning team was the one that passed soonest through all of the hoops, sequence being a superfluous notion. Given the slope of the lawn toward the river, slight but prevailing, and a hint of bumpiness, the simpler game was suited to the energies of the quick and lively. It may be that the great figures of the world spent their childhoods playing games on such ground, compelled to face and overcome every thrown-up challenge and so rising in adulthood to prominence and fame.

My walk along the High Street the previous day had been productive, of cakes and lemonade, pastries and fudge and chocolate. A strengthening of the breeze sent us happy and glowing indoors to enjoy labour’s reward. After nourishment, and mandatory rest, Trix read for us from The Water Babies. This would make three times, said Catherine, and they were nearly through again. One’s recollections of Kingsley’s mind at play bemused. There were spinning tops and marbles and ninepins, and sea-ices and sea-oranges. There was the salmon who looked as proud as Alcibiades, and the paper given by the professor at the British Association, and Hendrick Hudson who discovered the river and the bay. There were Mrs Doasyouwouldbedoneby and Mrs Bedonebyasyoudid – a startling sally into the niceties of ethics. As for the master-sweep Mr Grimes, so unkindly named, had he not himself climbed chimneys as a boy, and grown too thick as boys will, and so set up to employ others in the worthy trade? Condemned to sweep out the crater of Etna! It was a hapless fate. Kingsley’s academic fastness was maybe not the seat from which to view the rigours of business, however humorously, and to pass judgement.

‘Such interesting words,’ said Trix. ‘“The Waterproof Gazette – The Other-end-of-Nowhere…”’

‘That’s a silly place!’ laughed Paula. It was a signal to bring out the tric-trac, which meant the backgammon, reminded Catherine, for an uncle not always as swift in perception and response as the young.

‘I think we should let Trix go and read her book now,’ I said. She had work in plenty, with lunch a short hour away. So it was Paula and Catherine against myself, playing to Hetty’s rules, which I had learned were designed for such a threesome. I theatrically made a throw of the dice and had a four; Paula shook a two and Catherine a three, making five and giving them the start. The game progressed in similar fashion, the men moving from inner table to outer, and vice versa, points being rapidly gained. Confusion on my side was no excuse for dilatoriness. Very soon they had paraded every one of their men off the board and I had lost. My performance in the second game was no better, nor the third.

‘When Uncle Philip has had more practice,’ said Trix returning, ‘you must expect sometimes to lose.’

Excesses of cake mid-morning had caused Trix to alter her scheme. Lunch must be plain bread and butter and a glass of milk; the proper meal would be taken early evening. For the present there was conversation.

‘I choose horses,’ said Paula.

‘Uncle Philip should choose.’

‘Oh, I choose horses too, Catherine. My name means lover of horses, you know. From the Greek.’

‘Well, that’s not Trix…’

‘Horses are very useful, Catherine. I don’t care for them in paintings.’

It was remarked that no deliveries had been made today, of bread or vegetables or coal, in spite of the carrots made ready at the door. Neither had the postman called, in his smart uniform and on his tall bicycle, a long way to fall off, said Paula.

‘It’s a holiday!’ cried Catherine, and we all clapped her joke.

Carts having four wheels, we decided, were less likely to tip over than those having only two and, of course, could carry more goods. The front pair of wheels must be smaller than the back, so as to turn beneath the body of the cart for steering. Carts – or wagons, what is the difference? – with high sides were for carrying light hay or straw; heavy coal and potatoes come in a low small cart, especially as some of the carters had only a small horse, though very strong. Such vigorous debate, such excursions into the byways of knowledge, made thick slices of well-buttered bread very acceptable. After more rest, indeed a siesta, the children played hoop-la in the hallway while Trix and I talked of music. The company of Dale, Forty at Cheltenham offered in the Herald gramophones and double-sided records, and the Weber concert piano. Grandmother Whitmore’s old instrument, passed on to Hetty many years ago, had not responded well to the last tuning.

At four o’clock everybody sipped tea and the chocolate was shared around. Further reading, quite desultory, brought us to half-past five when the kitchen came into its own. I peeled and sliced parsnips, and chopped kale; and Trix made rissoles with maize and oatmeal, fried in block suet with a pinch of sauce powder. She took the horses’ carrots that were going limp and should be used. A professor at the Institute of Hygiene in London, she had read, advised that people would live longer if they ate more vegetables – if the nation made up its mind. Trix felt sure that he spoke truly and I topped up the saucepans and secured the lids as I heartily agreed.

*

A surprise visit by Hetty’s father, motoring from Devizes to Cirencester, presented me with figure and face not seen, hand not shaken, in quite some time. Mr Whitmore had borne the years well, as farmers do – ‘Gentleman-farmers, yes. And chaplains too, Philip.’ I quickly recalled his modest manner, which had been self-effacing to the point of apology: ‘Great-grandfather, bargeman; grandfather, lock-keeper; father, farmer. Myself, a gentleman, no less.’ It had been a plain and agreeable history to be told, inside an hour of my introduction by his newly betrothed daughter, Cyril at her side. The tale of the Whitmores, Henrietta had said, was of a piece with prosperous Devizes itself, chartered in the twelfth century, its arms a beflagged castle, its 1810 waterway matchless, by turns pretty and bold – ‘a continuous flight of seventeen locks, please believe, at Caen Hill.’

‘And a brewery five storeys high,’ her young brother Percy had put in. He was a singer of praises for the town no less ardent than Henrietta and had taken me about the streets with knowledge and good humour. The nearby villages too, we had cycled out and explored them, most especially Seend, four miles to the west, commanding a stony ridge where iron ore was quarried and transported for smelting to South Wales – as was the ore from Somerset’s Brendon Hills, I was able to tell him. And we discussed that strange and mystical, that historic substance, iron. We puzzled over the mariner’s lodestone and how iron becomes steel, and that oddest of the Iliad’s many oddities, the use of iron for common utensils while the heroes fight with weapons of bronze.

‘Away now, Percy?’

‘Egypt.’

As we humans were all declared fit and well the young Glovers must ask about the farm animals, some of whom had been out of sorts it appeared when Grandfather last came. They were now much better; they took medicine, of course, as we do. The lost calf had been found, by a not-so-silly goose who had gone out looking. The bull was as frightening as ever and not the least bothered at having no friends but a crow or two. No sheep still, no…

‘Their wool is nice, Paula, but they like to be out on the hills,’ said Trix. ‘Grandfather’s farm is all flat fields. He grows lots of greens and things.’ She asked about the mangolds and legumes, the rotation of crops. Mr Whitmore said that he now included grass leys in his system, one year in four. Grass had been much grown thirty or forty years ago, in response to the big shiploads of good quality wheat arriving from Canada and Australia. At present grass was less in favour, arable crops being so needed.

‘The sheep are welcome to have the hills,’ said Hetty. ‘Hills are pleasant to behold, in the distance.’ She reminded the company what a very difficult young woman she had been. ‘Malmesbury is an upside-down sort of town, I said. Houses should not be up on hills…’

‘So I found this place, on the river,’ Cyril smiled, at his father-in-law. ‘A mere two hundred feet above sea level, I submitted.’

‘You made out a good case, Cyril.’

‘I was my first client.’

And the old woods had been cleared, the lovely woods, with their bluebells and wild anemones? Trix was dismayed. Such magnificent oaks!

‘Planted long ago, Trix, by some grand estate-owner. His heirs would sell them to the Royal Navy. Then came the iron ships and the woods were left to grow on. It was the mark of a true gentleman, perhaps, to think of the future in that way.’

They had considered this, Trix and her grandfather, on a previous occasion, I gathered. What indeed are the marks of a gentleman? Trix had said that reading Dickens was quite necessary.

‘Ah. I’m well started on the Copperfield story…’

‘Be sure to be sorry for Uriah Heep. Everybody hates him.’

‘Does he die?’ Trix put a firm finger to her lips.

A fondness for climbing trees was no indication of one thing or another, said Hetty of the nephews at Devizes. Only eight and nine, they would get a foot to the ground soon enough. If not gentlemen, they might become lawyers…

‘Heavens!’ forbade Cyril.

‘Or scholars? After two generations of gentleman-farmers, myself and our eldest son, we may be ready for another step up, Philip.’

I assured Mr Whitmore that the stock of books lodged with Aunt Louisa down in Somerset was at their disposal – ‘Hesiod on farming comes to mind.’ As for the study and practice of law, Cyril had no doubts the world at large would continue to provide all aspirants with copious material.

*

My purchase of the Samuel Palmer picture at the Three Cups Inn was a sudden act, a quixotism after a second ale, itself the reward for a brisk tramp across the borough. Dropping from Burnivale down to the St John’s Bridge and the silk mill, I had turned along the river and there doubled back and forth a while, for the pleasure of it; thence up the steps into Silver Street and the Cross Hayes, where I enquired in a shop or two after the whereabouts of the old Reading Rooms; thence by the Market Cross into the Abbey grounds; and finally along Abbey Row, to the Triangle. An historic spot, this meeting of three roads, once the Sheep Fair. Now there were no cries of beasts, only the distant bangings of Ratcliffe’s iron foundry. A boy’s desire to stand and watch the men and their pounding hammers was long vanished; what things they bodied forth on this March day in the year 1918 was no matter to dwell upon. Scholars and their lives made better musing. So many had walked and graced these venerable streets: royal St Aldhelm, and William of Maldumesberg, as he wished to call our town; and perhaps Leutherius, and even Bede. Did Augustine meet with the Welsh bishops here, to discuss a common theology? Cyril was wise to concentrate his mind on the one thinker, on Thomas Hobbes, if he wished to achieve full understanding. My own studies of our early chronicles had soon succumbed to the Gothic mists. Nor had the Latin helped; Gesta Regum Anglicorum did not lie easy on the desk. I discovered the light of the Greeks. There was nothing obvious in the theorem of Pythagoras, yet there it was, a piece of truth: the two smaller squares could be cut out, and shaped, and fitted into the large square, exactly. Was the Roman era – I later asked my theology tutor – a darkling vale lying between the two bright uplands of Greek and Protestant thought? Not a crass hypothesis, I was told, but palpably unsound.

Somewhere opposite the inn was the site of Robert Latimer’s grammar school, at which the famed Hobbes began his rise to Grecian, to philosophic, eminence. The Three Cups landlord warranted that an inn had stood here since the fifteenth century. I asked about the painting; he said that it had always been there. The scene was of a shepherd’s cottage, set snugly among trees, as a shepherd would wish after a day on the hills. There was no river. Monsieur Labeque had his own way of painting water and should be given a scene in fair contrast with his own work. I believe I was generous in my offer; the landlord supressed a start and accepted.

‘A parson is a shepherd, sir. I see it.’

He enjoyed the insight and looked to the other patron, a weathered ancient sat by the single lighted candle peering into his newspaper, for approval. And he glanced down the wainscot where hung more pictures, dabs and flourishes of once-bright colour, blooming gardens and cornfields and soldiery. Trade was doubtless thin, and money short, but courtesy forbade his pressing the case. I asked him to wrap the Palmer well for collection sometime the next day or so.

*

The morning was fine and I set off early and handed over my sovereigns at the Three Cups and brought away my parcel. Not eight o’clock and Malmesbury already could boast two happy souls. I headed out onto Foxley Road feeling twice blessed. Presently on the wind clouds came over, and thickened, and let loose a shower. By luck barely used on my jaunts the umbrella went up smartly against the big raindrops, with a tilt to the right over the arm that gripped the Palmer. When marching in the wet one’s eyes ignore the landscape; they see only the ground short yards ahead – how deep are the pools, how slippery the mire. But the subtler eye, that sees inward scorning mere sight, may choose subject and matter at will. Painting, then. And that also is a way of seeing, what Palmer saw would be seen differently by Monsieur Labeque. So what do we have that is real and is true? The photograph, we believe. And when it moves, and reverses, the locomotive going backwards? We are left with Aristocles, with Plato, and the ever-shifting shadows in the cave.

‘Good morning, sir!’

I halted. The commencement of the village was marked by hedges flanking the road, and fences and gates in degrees and conditions of repair to alert the dullest itinerant carpenter. The voice had come from beyond a pair of posts with no gate at all.

‘You passed by last week, sir…’

The man was sitting on his doorstep, in a patch of sun. I walked through the opening and up the pathway. He was half-prone, without legs.

‘Our chaplain on our ship was the finest man ever seen. Not lost either, nor me. There’s a thing.’

His compliment was bluff and guileless, like a poke in the chest from a comrade. I made a lift of the brow and a smiling nod, as a woman came out through the door and set down tea on the step and shuffled forward a wicker chair.

‘I saw your cap, sir, up the road. Took a chance, you would step over.’

He was youthful, though much more than a lad. The woman was middle-aged; his mother no doubt. She adjusted the tea-things nearer to him and as she went back inside his gaze followed after her.

‘They never ask. And we don’t say.’

I nodded again.

‘We’re a separate race, sir. Out there.’

‘Yes.’

Already I was unamazed at his candour. He was addressing a services padre and had nought to fear, and he spoke up. He had been on destroyers. Stopping neutral ships. They were near criminals, some of the neutrals. A Swede was carrying Germans from America, reservists. Then, off the Danish coast, his ship ran in close to the German cruisers and laid its torpedoes. One struck the second ship in the German line, a four-funneller, between the second funnel and the main mast. The Germans hit back. Cheeky little lads get the worst of it from big lads and always did. A shell gutted the boiler-room and started an oil blaze. That is the drawback of oil. And electricity, a short circuit, it leaked into everything. Cordite fires.

‘Did the Navy win the big one, would you say, sir? Jutland?’

‘The German gunnery was good and their shells…’

‘We smashed their armaments. They’ve stayed in port ever since. I’d say the Kaiser lost.’

I said that he was right. The longer term, yes.

‘See these plants here, in the grass? You never notice them, from five or six foot up. This one’s called self-heal. Leaves flat to the ground, like daisies, shaped like spades in cards. Self-heal, there’s a name. Makes you think you should help yourself. Not bother people.’

I roundly disagreed with him. We ought to bother others and we ought to bother God. My theology was sound and neither did I believe a stern stoicism could be wholly embraced by anyone. ‘No man is an island,’ I said finishing my tea. As I gathered up my parcel the lady of the house reappeared, trundling a wheel-chair.

‘Time for your pint of beer, Arthur.’ She positioned the vehicle below the steps and I made to assist.

‘I can get aboard. The engine-room’s the thing, no pistons…’

We propelled him down the flagstones and through the gateway onto the road. With a clergyman’s privileged firmness I sent his mother back into the house, to escape the returning rain.

‘She does everything. It’s wrong.’

If his eyes watered I did not see and I pushed on through the village. At the inn’s doorway men came out, elderly but vigorous, and lifted the conveyance and its burden inside. I followed and we were given a place in full view of the fire, as beer arrived. I stepped up to the landlord at his counter and passed across a half-crown, and made a light sweep of the hand.

‘If I may…’

They took scant notice of the gesture, the men seated around. My surprise at myself, and a certain diffidence, I concealed. Looking into men’s faces, as one comes in off the street, may be at once agreeable and awkward. If each face is different from its neighbour then the characters that lie within are more various still. So one employs the time-honoured device of a tankard to become a quick friend, deserving to be told, or at the least to hear, news and tidings and opinions. What they spoke, the half-dozen men sitting near-motionless – like sculptures, not Grecian but Saxon or Celt – was the stuff of farmstead and holding, of markets and trade, and boots and jackets and ditches. And Arthur was out there with them, bestriding the fields and hedgerows, and coming back strengthened. While at the room’s empty middle hung invisibly the fogs of the North Sea and the mists of Flanders.

‘You shall have William’s cart, sir. That rain’s not stopping.’

Arthur would be got home at his time, they said. My transport appeared and I took my leave, of the warm inn and wholesome ale and brief acquaintance. The rain dripped off the umbrella, poised as I sat, onto knees and into shoes. Carter William was soon soaked and gave not a flinch, the entire way back to Malmesbury. At the Glover door I thrust the umbrella into his hand against God’s elements that must be endured. Explanations I spoke none, to Cyril and Hetty and Trix.

The blackness of the night hours induced clouds of tumbling dreams that were stories, which descended and made pools of dimness and coloured light, and floated up and became stories again. Monsieur Labeque’s gift to me of his largest painting he had carefully bound in waxed paper, yet the water had gone through. Not the rain but the river was the cause and I waded into the emerald reeds. I breasted the rushes, to no avail. An artist can paint more, he magnanimously said, but I stood and shouldered the blame. The Samuel Palmer was lost.

*

Dr Lipscombe’s formulation of brandy and sugar and herbs was a treatment wanting no Hippocratic persuasion, to be taken twice in the daytime and again before retiring, and once more during the night if desired. In the matter of rest we compromised. If my exertions had been incautious, on a tender view, the customary eight hours of sleep were surely enough. A day or two in my room’s armchair would suffice and I confirmed my essential good health by reading many pages of Kingsley’s Hypatia, which demanded concentration and a clear head. The doings of Christians in fifth-century Graeco-Roman Alexandria might not hold the attention of every bibliophile; yet the heroine, a Neoplatonist like her mathematician father, Theon, kept one curious and anxious for her fate. The doctor called in at three o’clock; he would hear nothing of apologies. His patients numbered few youngish men – let none hear it, but the infirm elderly do not measure against smooth muscle and flesh, with some acute yet manageable affliction to be treated and seen smartly off. To send a man away whole, that is the physician’s wish, as the preacher’s virtuous, the philosopher’s wise.

It was a busy day at the door. The sounds of cart and carter reached into my sanctuary, rumbling and gravelly both; and the housewife’s voice, harmonious, affairs proceeding in a buzz of normality that set a man and his book apart, as if a listener behind a stage, unable to intervene and assist. I was glad when dusk seeped in at my window and removed all sense of obligation. By eight o’clock I was in darkness accepting sleep.

The hills to the north of Malmesbury are vantage points from which the Abbey and the streets and houses are easily observed; only the river in its wandering valley is hidden. Our hills have been taken. The enemy has taken the Cotswold ridges and emplaced his siege guns. The shelling began oddly, in the middle of the night and not at dawn, which would be customary, but the German generals may be less predictable than their denigrators suppose. First, the Abbey; the Abbey is damaged. The Abbey is struck and fetched to the ground. That is the military way which never varies, impair the vision of the besieged. Our Market Cross has gone. And houses, a single shell demolishes two or three that were joined. Tall shops cascade into the High Street in piles that block and impede. People carry bodies, limp or moving an arm or with eyes flickering under bloodied brow. The shells are coloured, but they come soundless. These are new to the conflict, are they, though indiscriminate still? Not a whole street erased, but a gap here and then a house standing. And then the street gone. Burnivale is impassable by wheel or foot. The Triangle is destroyed and Hobbes’s school and the Baileys, man and wife. The Baileys go to their departed sons. The tenant of the cottage that crumbles into the river was aged, but he made a sickle that harvested grain that made bread. Therefore the shell had a mind. Some have a mind. Shells that come searching. Silent. Red.

Excuses for inertia are to no purpose. At five o’clock I rose and packed and left the house.

*

The journey across Flanders was the most rapid in all my three years of to-and-fro travelling, as the rails sang and stations passed and men everywhere knew what they were about. The air cleaved aside to let all through, there was resolve in the very clouds parading across the mid-March sky. At buffet stalls and by tea-urns the figures loomed bold and familiar, the faces half-known, in their openness that became grave intensity and then was openness again. Events there were none; a dog only, a white dog perished under the wheels.

At the hospital my welcome was of the regular sort that assures, more plainly than excess of words, there is work ready to be done. Within short hours I was on the wards and conversing with staff, and with the curate turned chaplain who had arrived on my departure a month ago. If zeal and patience may combine in the one personality, John Shadwell was the example of it. There was consternation, one saw, deep inside the man, that welled up and became at the surface a brisk attentiveness. And then, leaving a bedside, the consternation would break out in a surge of emotion that impelled him into the privacy of the chaplains’ office.

‘When I first visited Ypres, with Mr Peel, I knew why we are here. I’m no scholar, but the Germans are Atilla the Hun. They are Spartans and worse.’ The defeat of Athens by Sparta was not a tale for present retelling. Thucydides would stay silent on my shelf at the billet.

Shadwell hailed from a northern steel town. His parents, and grandparents before them, were Congregationalists. There had been no disquiet at his early commitment to the Church of England and subsequent ordination. Himself, it was the historical continuity of Anglicanism that had drawn and held him. They had their history too, I was bound to recall – the Independents, as they were known – Robert Browne, the Pilgrim Fathers, Cromwell. ‘Religion is pastoral care, sir, not rebellion.’ His father had left the steelworks after an injury, a sliver of steel into the palm of the hand, and become a full minister at their church, his mother and sister steadfastly alongside.

‘That’s our work, here in the hospital. Pastoral care, tending the spirit. You know Surgeon-Colonel Hamblin? We’ve agreed to differ, in matters spiritual. My parents couldn’t stand atheists. Our Anglican Church is too soft on them.’

Surgeon Hamblin was agnostic, yes, a materialist as many scientists were. Yet I had found him no agent of destruction, no raging iconoclast.

‘I shall get you together, John, myself as chairman. We shall sit in all patience and you will differ to agree.’

But he was not a man for debate. He was practical, with a quick grasp of the matter in hand. The physical meant food and warmth and repose. Beyond that the doctors and surgeons had their knowledge and had the strength of it. The directness of the man came out of those northern streets, one sensed, where bread and beer were the day’s reality, where thought of the abstract kind was as murky as the smoke of the chimneys – and perhaps as noxious to the mind as sulphur to the eyes? A morning on the rounds with him left one tired but exhilarated and satisfied. When the surgeon-colonel invited me over to the senior officers’ mess for a bite of supper, shortly after my return, I suggested that Captain Shadwell be asked along too. Colonel Hamblin’s acquiescence was cordial, if a touch questioning.

‘I have no Latin, or Greek, sir,’ declared my young colleague a step inside the mess door. It was no apology but a simple statement, and the colonel took it so.

‘At medical school they required us to distinguish between the tibia and the fibia, reasonably enough. As to Greek, I believe skeleton is in Hippocrates. And rhexis, the rupture of a blood vessel – surely in the Iliad, Mr Glover, that bloodthirsty tale!’

If the colonel with his muscled frame would have made a passable Achilles, the more so with his swift stride, John Shadwell’s spare physique was no brake on talk of this world’s materiality. He regaled his audience of colonel and majors, one no older than myself, with the story of how his steelworks father became a saver of souls, by virtue of an aggressive bit of metal.

‘The hand of God, Mr Glover?’ quizzed the youngish Major Swire.

‘That’s left to our judgement. Why should God tell us?’

‘Too much silence, for me! Deafening, if you’ll excuse the cheek!’

In his own chosen way, and despite his expressed aversion to debate, Shadwell was himself a warrior and minded frankness not a bit. He said that our judgements were themselves an exercise of the will, our free will. The senses are not all. We do not see the wind, we do not hear the sun. God’s purpose in evolution – he clearly accepted the hypothesis without qualm – was not to create beings of mere sensation, this could have been achieved with a blob in the ocean, but living souls, beings possessed of both body and spirit. If the spirit is enfeebled, by stresses upon the mind, the body’s strength is there to give succour. If the body is enfeebled, by illness, by wounding, the spirit must bear it up. Each supports the other on the journey we are making.

I explained to the colonel that Mr Shadwell had asked me, as a colleague and an old soldier, for advice on our work. A chaplain may have no plan when he comes onto the wards, I had said. Then something grows, of itself. Always a man’s wound must be the start, at each bed. The wound is his reality. He sleeps, and then wakes, and there it is, still. Talk with him one minute or ten, I keep the fact of it before me. But then we connect him with the other part of himself, we hold it up for him, to sense and feel. The soul is our link with God, as the body is our link with Christ.

‘And the Holy Spirit embraces all,’ said Shadwell nodding.

Colonel Hamblin accepted this affirmation from his churchmen guests as substance enough for the present. He gave attention to his fellow officers who were deploying at cards.

‘We need a fresh face or two,’ called out Major Swire looking cheerily across. ‘One hears Mr Glover is a fair hand. But Mr Shadwell – a Free Church family?’

John Shadwell’s smile was close to laughter.

‘I learned games in the backstreets of Sheffield, sir, that would astonish any parlour. My father never played, nor drank. But he knew the working man and his relaxations.’

A foursome was made, without recourse to myself or the colonel, who took me casually aside.

‘A visiting infantry officer was asking after you, Major Donaldson…’

‘Was with the tanks?’

‘I believe so. Yes.’

‘He was a captain…’

‘A busy war, Mr Glover. I mentioned your leave. He’ll drop in.’

Colonel Hamblin glanced at the clock and said that he was an early retirer, as was this elder cleric, I was pleased to tell him.

‘Mr Shadwell has settled in well,’ I said.

‘Very favourably. The man’s an asset.’

‘A credit to his father – the Church…’

‘Indeed.’

I bade the company a very good night and at the door shook my host a firm hand. I paused a bare moment.

‘Colonel, I propose to go forward.’

*

My return to duty had coincided with a new disposition of the beds within the wards and tents, occasioned by the surgeons’ progress in keeping men alive. They had learned the necessity of cutting deep into the wound and excising every bit of embedded detritus – tissue debridement was their term – so as to prevent gangrene. The practice caused much pain, but ample supplies of chloroform and morphine were on hand. Eighty in a hundred men were now restored to their units, but beds were occupied for longer and so more were needed. The dislocation, made worse by the thinning ranks of the orderlies, was opportunity for Chaplain Shadwell to shoulder more work. Since by protocol the manhandling of stretchers and trollies was not a task for clerics, young or less so, he seized a function in attending to the care of personal effects, a matter as vital to the bed-bound patient as his very food and drink. If a man newly moved found himself lacking razor or mirror, book or journal, John Shadwell would search out the elusive item or supply a fair substitute. Several inmates themselves went missing, to be discovered in the convalescent tents, the doctors having pushed their charges along from bed to armchair, rather than bed to bed, where medically possible.

These transferred men were not readily identified. Bandages and suspended limbs give a man an appearance that is left behind, that vanishes, when he returns to khaki and walks about. I recognized a face or two only and recalled no names. They were a particular kind of warrior: wounded, treated, recovered, confronting duty again. The look and demeanour were at once composed and sardonic. A narrowing of the eyes kept all things at arm’s length, to be allowed into the head, the consciousness, by a process fixed somewhere between severity and nonchalance. Yet they were the easiest of men to converse with. Damaged flesh, giving pain that could not be shared, no longer stood between the chaplain and the soldier. Afflictions of the mind would remain but were to be managed, one hoped, at some level.

‘I am told you are a good listener, Mr Glover. Such folk are responsible for the world’s bores, you know.’

The officer heaved up from his chair, taller by inches than my own fair height, and pronounced himself Robert Silshaw, friend of Richard Donaldson. He pulled taut his uniform and invited me to take a stroll. Beyond the tents the horizon was dull and sombre. Yet the waters of the dykes rippled and glinted, stretching purposefully away under the grey canopy, brightening perhaps, of cloud.

‘Odd thing, the east,’ said Major Silshaw, checking his stride. He had no limp, a stiffness of gait perhaps. ‘For centuries we’ve built our churches pointing that way. But so much that’s threatening comes from there too. Very odd.’

‘Perched as we are, at the western edge of Europe, it could hardly be otherwise – wouldn’t you say?’

‘A plain answer. Simple geography trumps history, philosophy – and theology?’ He gazed out across the fields. ‘Ypres still has a skyline. Sat there on my horse, I could see clear across the town. He’s gone now, Hector. Will you believe, I felt the loss of my horse more sharply than that of a fellow officer. Shameful. Of course I paid for it, with guilt. Our species is a quaint mixture, Mr Glover. A quaint, fathomless mixture.’

The inducement was taken – a chaplain afraid to be explicative is no chaplain at all. I found myself drawing on John Shadwell’s fresh and bold vision, of the living soul and suffering, and the exercise of the will, and mind and matter that are at once separate and a perfect whole. Major Silshaw was patient.

‘Pericles says – he of Tyre, not Athens – “Wind, rain, and thunder, remember earthly man is but a substance that must yield to you.” Were you warned of my bardolatry? Richard Donaldson missed you on his last visit, to cheer my leg along. He’s as bad, you may know – Joseph Conrad, a modern sage, says Richard. A sea captain – pushes through a typhoon, ignoring the manuals, mere words. Couldn’t get away with that in the Army! No fool, he has a powerful steamer under him. What’s a steamer for, if not to tackle nasty weather?’

By a corner of the hospital terrace the slight figure of John Shadwell had appeared. As he came up he delivered the wave-salute, half civil greeting and half military address, by which he liked to announce himself. Our exchange, as Silshaw walked on, was of services and schedules. The sermons were now a part of John’s province; he brought to them the pithiness of a lecture and the sensitivity of a parlour talk. “Great is the man who fearlessly takes occasion by the hand,” I reflected.

*

The hospital had become in these early spring days a scene of movement and change, commotion almost. And now our senior chaplain Mr Peel was to be absent a while and we must engage with his incoming colleague. Prior report had styled Chaplain-Major Kenchington a martial disciplinarian, in contrast to his brother back home, a cathedral dean with a name in the newspapers for pacifist moralisms, a cause of family discomposure, one heard – ‘Another small victory for the Kaiser.’ The departure of our bluff yet clement Mr Peel gave no pause to Chaplain Shadwell who took all in his indefatigable stride. Whilst I welcomed, as a digression, a call to the senior officers’ quarters for an impromptu bookish hour or two, John with a vocal courtesy declined. Fox and Bunyan were sufficient, and the King James Bible had eleven hundred pages printed in Shakespeare’s time.

The sandy hair and fresh features of Richard Donaldson were quickly recognized, I shook hands with him and then around: Major Silshaw already met, a mature Captain Stembridge, a young Captain Neame, a very young First-Lieutenant Hurst. ‘Wherever two or three Grecian scholars are flung together…’ intoned Silshaw, dismissing formality. One such scholar it appeared was myself, another was the lieutenant who had studied under Professor Murray at Oxford.

‘We staged a Murray Euripides over here last year. A secret location, of course!’ I trusted that the men had stayed quiet; and I described for the company the subdued hush of the massed audience when I was present at a showing of Ponting’s cine-film 90 Degrees South. ‘A special kind of quiet,’ I said.

After a light meal – of canned goods, Silshaw lamented the loss of his Somme fishing – glasses and a bottle came out and Donaldson asked if we should like to have his musings on Homer, he had a few notes. He had, in fact, a thesis. The Iliad was a story of men pitted against men. The Odyssey was a story of men pitted against the elements, which included, of course, an array of monsters. The gods were active in both epics, neither men nor monsters but having powers and qualities now man-like, now monster-like. He quoted passages and put the case beyond reasonable dispute. And then: ‘Candidly, the Iliad loses its charm – men destroying men. Maybe I have a bias – a geography master, bound to favour Odysseus, the man “wandering from clime to clime”. But I find the tale of the mariner struggling against nature, defending and sustaining his crew, his fellow men, to be more… yes, noble.’

‘Like Scott,’ I said, ‘against the ice. And mark, he was a reluctant warrior, Odysseus, though equal to any but Achilles, himself a half-god. The Ithacan wished for nothing but the possession of his estate and his family. He wanted to go home.’

‘That’s my man,’ said Captain Stembridge straight-faced.

Donaldson smiled, by way of pause. ‘In Joseph Conrad’s work – if I may – we have a like phenomenon to Homer, a similar contrast. In the sea tales we have men challenging the elements – Typhoon, Youth – in order to get themselves and their cargoes into port. There’s a purpose, thwarted by the forces of nature, which are then overcome. In the land tales, by contrast – Nostromo, The Secret Agent – the struggle is of man against man. It isn’t noble. Reality, perhaps. Not noble, whatever Homer says.’ He made a diffident frown. ‘Of course, the parallels aren’t exact. Literature’s not geometry.’

‘Pass the bottle,’ said Silshaw, and grinned. ‘Marlow was half-drunk, you know, when he related his experiences in the Congo. Exaggerated, no doubt – the unspeakable rites, the Africans’ behaviour…’

‘And the Europeans’ behaviour, too,’ said Donaldson. ‘Conrad is an aristocrat. He shows no liking for the common trader. Or the missionaries either; they offended against his agnosticism. A novel is a novel, it stands or falls by its story. But maybe he had a message. Civilization is a thin crust over something pretty nasty. Britain was a dark place once. Enlightenment took centuries. The idealist Kurtz wanted to change Africa overnight. It destroyed him.’

Captain Neame considered this was a writer he had better avoid, as a trader of sorts himself and a church pew-holder to boot. Lieutenant Hurst also, his father was a pillar of the parish and the family had woollen mills. ‘I looked into Thomas Hardy. Quite the modernist. Pages of rancour against the married state, all women should be available, is he saying, like his heroines?’

I asked the lieutenant how he had first become enamoured of the Greeks.

‘It was Aristophanes, The Clouds…’

‘The serious comic…’

‘Yes! At fourteen we’re served up Plato – Socrates’ powers of reasoning, relentless logic, and so forth. All very rational, to be admired. Then says Aristophanes: Hold, is this ceaseless questioning so very wise? “There is no Zeus,” he had Socrates say. No gods means no swearing an oath on the gods. No swearing an oath means no law. Rationalists have it the putting to death of Socrates – judicial murder, they call it – was an episode in Athens’ decline. Does Aristophanes show the opposite? That Socrates and his sophist friends were the cause? Maybe if The Clouds weren’t so funny we’d see the gist. And funny it is! Socrates arrives in a suspended gondola! And such a plot. Strepsiades wants his son to learn from the sophists the tricks of winning a legal case – but the debts have been incurred by the son himself, his extravagance. He’s lazy and dissolute, and horse-mad…’

‘I believe I know the boy.’

Silshaw’s warm humour aided the oil stove, and a glowing tobacco pipe or two, against the chill of the grumbling canvas overhead.

‘What says Gilbert Murray, Lieutenant?’ I knew the professor for a freethinker.

‘Most of his translations are of Euripides. He seems to regard him as a sort of radical, a progressive like himself. Murray’s a historian, too, you know. Have you seen his Four Stages of Greek Religion? He follows Bury. The Greeks’ “failure of nerve” he tries to explain, but can’t square the coming of Christianity. He quotes Harnack. The early Christian sects succeeded or failed as their birthrate rose or fell, not because of their doctrines…’

‘Now, that is curious…’ Captain Stembridge’s gaze left his wine-dark glass. ‘There’s a hypothesis, that Germany’s grasp for power has been biologically caused. Nothing to do with Kultur and the Kaiser. Simply, the population went up by half, in a generation or two. It was all happening silently, as it were. We think we’re conscious beings, with our fancy reasonings. We are more like ants. It all happens over our heads, unnoticed. While we go about our busy little lives.’

‘That could be disturbing,’ I said.

‘For unbelievers, sir,’ said the lieutenant, ‘with no faith, no compass – for progressives like Murray. He married into the Whig Carlisles. The war is straining their ideals, after the progress of the last century. They hate Lloyd George – not a real Liberal – but feel bound to support the war.’

As Majors Silshaw and Donaldson fell to discussing the morrow’s return to duty I was unwilling to let go of Lieutenant Hurst’s knowledge, his opinions, very like my own. So much intensity, not in the bland face, rather sallow, nor the short figure, but in the words. We took up The Clouds again – son Pheidippides’ delight in the wit and wisdom of the day, his tossing aside of convention. ‘A generation later Athens was no more,’ said Hurst.

‘The Odyssey is a better place to be, Lieutenant!’

But how should it be translated? Chapman’s fourteen-syllable lines, rarely end-stopped, might be closer to the metre of the Greek, but Pope’s rhymed pentameters were better poetry. The lieutenant had commenced his own version. It would be sinewy, supple, not clumsy. Not flowery, though elegant. Not Shakespearean and not Miltonian either. He made notes – in the mess, on the march. He was feeling his way. His father would finance the publication, having himself written a history of the family’s mills. ‘Our scarlet Stroud cloth has been well liked at Rome. We’ve served as suppliers to the Army.’

‘Stroud? Not twenty miles from us, at Malmesbury. There’s a silk mill – parachutes, I believe, for the balloonists, the airman.’

I made the point that the use of Latin names instead of Greek was to be avoided. ‘And Chapman calls Zeus both Jupiter and Jove, within two or three lines. To suit the metre no doubt, but surely inept, a solecism…’

‘“Speaking incorrectly!”’ defined Hurst, and his eyes came alight in his pallid face. ‘We could collaborate! A new translation, for the era to come. Mr Glover, we scholars must be strong. We stand between the living and the dead.’

*

They were to leave the hospital early the next morning and I made shift to meet up and bid them farewell. With a pair of majors at such close hand, two officers of rank and perhaps influence, I must seize the moment and state my wish to move up the line. In the dimness of a slow dawn, a March gale howling in from across the Flanders levels, neither Donaldson nor Silshaw evinced surprise over their steaming coffee.

‘Is your sector well chaplained?’ I asked.

Donaldson confessed to being unsure. ‘Robert?’

‘We have a Nonconformist minister,’ said Silshaw. ‘Has a good horse.’

‘Which he needs, Major? How much front does he cover?’

Silshaw thought maybe six or eight miles, and reaching back ten or twelve. ‘We have a quiet bit of champaign country.’

‘Not an answer, is it,’ said Donaldson.

I agreed that it was not. And I praised young John Shadwell’s solid work under Mr Peel and remarked on the shortness and infrequency of Mr Peel’s spells of absence. Donaldson said that he and his colleagues might have been remiss in matters spiritual.

‘We are good at the Lewis gun. Not enough.’ He said that they would look into the question. ‘The evening passed well, for us men-at-arms. Thanks, Mr Glover.’

Lieutenant Hurst and Captain Stembridge arrived from the junior officers’ billets to await the car. Hurst was to motor south with Silshaw, to their units; Stembridge would accompany Donaldson to the Cheesemarket station at Poperinghe whence they would go westward briefly, to Hazebrouck and a stamp-and-book dealer known to Donaldson from the past.

‘I did journalism for a time,’ informed Stembridge, ‘in the Near East. Built up a collection – Greece, and Turkey, Egypt. Very pretty, postage stamps, little works of art. I have the Olympic Games, of ’96, the full twelve. You would like them, Mr Glover – urns, gods – chariots, athletes of course. As to the climate…’ He gave a shiver and clasped gloved hands around his mug.

‘A touch of snow on the hills, perhaps,’ I mused. ‘And then it’s February and Athens has her first days of spring.’

Stembridge had reported the Balkan War of 1912-13, he said, when Greece had allied with Serbia, Montenegro and Bulgaria – ignoring the admonitions of the Great Powers – to push the Turks out of Macedonia. ‘It took the Balkan Wars to show us the Greeks were no dead letter in the region.’

‘But Greece should leave Asia Minor well alone,’ said Silshaw. ‘Let sleeping Greeks lie – Ephesus and Smyrna, and Troy. Turkey will never be a nonentity.’

‘Unfortunately,’ said Stembridge. ‘If we had succeeded at the Dardanelles, and fed supplies to Russia – no Russian collapse, no Bolshevik revolution…’

‘A what-if-world?’ Donaldson tossed back his coffee. ‘There are so many of them.’

‘The Levantines have been badly served,’ pursued Stembridge, ‘since Byron and before…’

‘A true fighter for the Hellenes, surely?’ said Silshaw; and I added, ‘Though more symbol than soldier.’

‘… Earned his monument well enough, at the Gulf of Corinth. Byron was a realist. Denied his Benthamite friends their printing press – pamphleteers, fresh out of radical London! If the Greeks were figures on vases they were living flesh and blood, more so. Byron knew the land, the Greece of mountains and peasants. Others have been less understanding. The traveller will always meet the worst folk, anywhere. The Greek at his house is a gentleman. The Mohammedan can be a decent individual, out of the grip of the imams. They are politicians, not clergy.’

Donaldson’s search at Hazebrouck would be for German over-printed stamps from the occupied countries, a request by a fellow officer at the unit – ‘captain like yourself, Stembridge, who should now be a colonel. The older captains, Mr Glover, retain something we crown-bearers lack. A sort of permanence, above the shouting, while we strut.’

Stembridge protested this was too kind. Laziness surely was an ingredient, in there. An army of captains would be a sorry thing.

‘Henry at Agincourt,’ said Silshaw nodding, ‘must have about him his lords, his Erpinghams. He would have settled for the peace of mind of a wretched slave, a lackey, but could not.’

As the corporal-driver announced himself Stembridge was talking of Crete. When the unilateral declaration of union with Greece eventually was made, in 1909, the Cretans overprinted their stamps Hellas to show their determination. Now if some of those were to be found at Hazebrouck…

‘And Thomas Hobbes’s Homer!’ I petitioned. ‘Either one will do.’

‘I hear the shelves there groan with them!’ laughed Donaldson.

*

My long walk to Father Hemeryck’s village was eased for a mile or two by an obliging motor transport, driven by a Portuguese – if his compatriots at the Front were a tenth as valiant as the heroes of Camoens’ Lusiads we should be well served – and bearing empty sacks and canisters, and a foursome of subalterns lorry-hopping their way to the French coast and a spell among the dunes at Ambleteuse. The conversation of these young officers was a tonic; fresh though not boyish, of a vigour that echoed the factory along with the public school. The sudden appearance in their midst of my cap-with-cross and black shoulder-knots was no curb on their spirits and their talk, nor my dozen years’ seniority. A captain? In quarters they would address their own captain by the bald surname.

‘Luck, and more luck,’ said one grinning. ‘A month at signals school, Musgrove and I, and now a few days at the seaside.’

‘We shall be bored,’ said his comrade grimacing.

The frequency of courses of training, and re-training, had been interpreted by old hands around the mess as an oblique form of relief and rest. Such a notion, in this technical war, could surely be no better than a half of the truth. It was no subject for present company. We praised the fine spring weather, and the rich Flanders soil, and the staunch Flemish farmers. At the Hoogbeke crossroads I was set down with a brisk touch of ceremony and with apologies for the senseless brute of a machine that must push on west.

As I marched northward the land on either side was greening up with plants unrecognized by leaf or stalk, neither beets nor cereals; new kinds perhaps, devised by science, or got in from other regions, to provision the armies. The wooden bridges over the twinkling dykes were light and narrow, the width of a man and his dog-cart – or less, maybe the dog walks behind, one ought to have seen and remarked it. Soon the causeway rose gently, unfolding vast distances, field upon silent field beneath a silent sky. Hamlets appeared, as if on a tilted map, and spires, emerging from smudges of trees. Beyond lay the Trappist abbey, in the mind’s eye, and farther still the great River Yser flowing in from France, paralleling the coast, resisting the call of the sea, to drain and sweeten the glutinous earth for miles around. Walking had never been more pleasant. Here were no mounds of brick rubble. Here were no splinters of roofs with hammered strips of tarred canvas; no linen-hung windows; no roomless doorways; no sodden naked hearths. If the man at his garden hedge was self-absorbed he had the right. The children, as I entered the village, had the look of the early-old, sainted and burdened with the inheritance of time-worn knowledge and ways. The ancient church was embosomed in great elms and there were limes. Father Hemeryck greeted me at his porch.

‘You bring good weather, Mr Glover. English weather.’

‘Hardly so!?’

‘Oh, we Flemings envy you, your south coast!’

‘And we English go off, to Italy and Greece. Ungratefully. What is to be done, Father, with humanity?’

‘Why, nothing. We are as we are. Our nature is a gift…’

‘And a gift is a blessing…’

I relished the bonhomie. We were two clerics congratulating ourselves, in all modesty, on our gracious wisdom and frank tolerance, after months without meeting. He said that I looked well and that a little thinness was no harm to a man. His pretty cakes and strong coffee with cream I welcomed, as gilding the occasion, the more so being brought in and set out by a housekeeper of a proper graveness.

‘I leave the hospital shortly. The Fifth Army…’

‘That will be General Gough.’

‘You are well informed.’

‘The priest looks both ways. He looks into the face of his flock and into that other face, out there. Neither as beautiful as he might wish. It was a problem for me, when a novice – “In God’s own image.”’ He put down his cup and we shared a rueful smile. ‘You also, I see.’

A bad winter it had been, he said, for bones, though happily they do not all age at a fixed rate, he had observed. His doctor said that daily walking keeps strength in the muscles, which hold the skeleton in place, like sheaths, and so lessen wear. The design is good.

‘The house, less so. See the cracks. There is a shortage of things, my builder says. I tell him that I also have noticed this. He is too old for a joke.’

Along with muscled bones the arrival of springtime too was a gift of the natural order, we agreed. ‘And celebrated by the pagans, well enough,’ I felt bound to add.

‘Your fellow scholars of Greek have laboured there, and the learned doctors. They made of it good sense. Greece and Judea. Then Christian love and revelation. I was once clever. So many future cardinals there are, amongst young men.’

I admired the open prospect from his window, past the mellow brick walls and the turning mill, across the low-hedged fields, all bathed in sunlight; generous sunlight that came into the room and enriched the good priest’s plain garb to a silk sheen and cheered and solaced his lined face. If schooled men cannot embrace complexities on such a day – grasp at nettles – should we not abjure study and be contented clerks and shopkeepers?

‘What are your thoughts, Father? On the dimming of the Greek mind?’

It had been necessary, I said, in order to prepare the ground for Christianity. Men must be turned away from the vanities of cities and empires. Their souls must have primacy. The mind, like the body, was to be handmaid to the spirit…

‘And priests become kings! But they have not. Is that your malaise?’

‘No, no. There have been good monarchs, of strong faith. No. The Greeks’ failure of nerve – was it a failure of confidence, in man himself? The Athenians sensed it and put away Socrates in their fear. To no avail. The great war with Sparta came. Their civil society and its virtues dissolved.’

‘And it is your fear that the present war…’

I took refuge in the comeliness of the view that sloped away from the church here on its low hill. The ivy clothing the barn was like ours in Wiltshire, the leaves becoming rounded as the plants climbed higher.

‘The things to come? They are quite hidden from us, Mr Glover. Our men of politics, they boast of so much. It is the guile of Satan, to fasten us into one thing, while he goes about another. Our pride swells, in our new machines. In England your women wish to be men – that is flattering to you! So you send them into the factories. Who will make the children, tend the children?’

There came to mind that other man, a Belgian also by chance of war, from the farther region of the country, from Liège. Was the soul of Monsieur Labeque gripped by some malady? Was he struck by implacable forces that may leave few unscathed? Or was he the clear-visioned realist, already writing history? Are the rest of us simple, deluded, immersed in self? Are we locked inside the smallness of our own intellects?

At the door we shook hands warmly, and the housekeeper smiled, and I shook her hand too. The smiles of women have surely a place in the circlings of the cosmos, in the natural order.

‘“When hope cradles us, we sleep soundly”,’ farewelled Father Hemeryck. ‘That is dear Balzac, The Country Parson.’

*

Major Donaldson and Captain Stembridge had got no success in Hazebrouck and had returned to duty with neither books nor stamps, I learned on my arrival at III Corps HQ, a cluster of venerable residences served by newly gravelled roads. The two men were together in their operational office when I appeared and lightly fell into casual talk, in no haste to usher me along to register with the sector’s chaplain-colonel. My comradely remark, that excursions into ancient towns in search of treasure were their own reward, a draft of normality, chimed with the mood. There was nevertheless an art and skill to it, said Donaldson. Major Silshaw had unearthed at Péronne last year a thick volume on the fishes of France, and near Villevêque had sought out a well-stocked little tributary of the Omignon. ‘Robert remains puzzled as to why the subjunctive should be so necessary in the business of catching eels. No such trouble in catching coffee and rolls, beer and wine, at the estaminet.’

‘And Lieutenant Hurst?’ I enquired.

‘Up the line, Maxse’s XVIII Corps. He says to assure you he makes his notes. And Odysseus must have been a good general to have, at Troy.’

‘See the job done, and make for home,’ applauded Stembridge.

‘If the German High Command’ – Donaldson, reclining, was expansive – ‘read our newspapers they’ll face the facts and offer sensible terms. A million troops, fresh from the American farmlands, say the game is near done.’

‘They try to believe so, at wise and worthy Malmesbury.’

Stembridge caught up the Daily Mail from the desk and gave it a dismissive shake. ‘Nothing of our friend Venizelos. The Greeks might not exist. They let us into Salonica. They deposed Constantine, he of the Prussian wife…’

‘And he’s a Dane, oddly,’ said Donaldson frowning.

‘Should’ve known better than to marry a German, yes. The Danes will have the province of Schleswig taken from them. Warfare by stealth – by population growth. The Germans slipped their people in. Time and the vote will complete the manoeuvre.’

‘Lunch! A chaplain should not meet his colonel on an empty stomach.’

The senior chaplain was, in fact, a gentleman, Donaldson confided as we walked over to the mess, one of the old school, ‘muscular Christianity without the axe and biceps’. At a busy table, loud with pots and talk, Major Silshaw rose and announced me – ‘from Ypres’ – to his fellow officers. I duly complimented them on their choice of countryside, fine and green and rolling…

‘“This best garden of the world, our fertile France!”’ beamed Silshaw. ‘The Flemings are stout folk, but those straight horizons! Good for surveyors and painters of poplars…’

‘And the winds!’

‘Direct from Holland – Scandinavia!’

As the orderly pressed food around the table, and served me, the diner at my left shielded his plate and smiled a quick thank-you. A small man, he seemed to have eaten little and he departed at a rapid stride. Donaldson glanced after him.

‘We value our doctor-major for his kindliness and his wit. And for the kindliness and wit of his country wine.’

The meaning of the remark was explained to me. Dr Bryden had come into the sector in the spring of the previous year, as the Germans shortened their front and fell back to the Hindenburg line – ‘the Siegfried-Stellung, as the purists have it.’ Our troops were in good fettle; not so the returning French villagers. The family Gourin had stumped many miles. They went straight to their well. Poisoned. Providence sent them an English doctor. He had been in Mesopotamia, he knew water. Five children, all of them saved. The eldest boy, sixteen, prayed for the war to last two years more. ‘They have family at the Rhône. By the month, the doctor discovers three bottles at his door.’

‘You shall come over of an evening,’ commanded Silshaw. And he insisted I avail myself of his car for the half-mile to the chaplains’ offices and quarters. ‘We walk more slowly now, Mr Glover, all of us.’

The front seat of the Lanchester had a passenger already, a small brown book. I grasped it and climbed in. ‘Racine…’

‘His couplets are elegant, rhyming. One tries. We owe it to the French, on their soil. It’s a struggle…’

‘Too many subjunctives?’

He laughed. ‘Too operatic! A loves B – B loves C. Not sure I can face up to D.’

*

The accommodations of Senior-Chaplain Trimble were in a handsome three-storied house of patterned brick, wide gardens to the rear, and beyond these a large marquee for services and entertainment. As he took me around the tidy rooms and along by neat pathways Mr Trimble appeared elderly and stolid, and taciturn. By some inept remark I may have implied as much.

‘A gentleman of the muscular Victorian school, sir,’ I corrected, ‘as I’m told. No axe…’

‘The axe is over in the cupboard there, Mr Glover. Wield it on my own, you understand. At one in the morning.’

Our note of mutual candour illumined the office, less austere than a military colonel’s, an array of pictures divine and secular making use of the walls’ old hooks. Mr Trimble brought out, from the cupboard, papers and maps. My piece of ground would parallel the Front south-eastward three miles, and extend five or six back, tight enough to be footed. We had two aid-posts out there, staffed by nurses and orderlies of long experience, and good attenders whenever services were made available to them. Meantime a battalion would be coming out of the line tomorrow. As always this must be an occasion for our best labours. The chaplain to northward, Mr Sandilands, would join us to plan and arrange the proceedings. With a large assembly in prospect he might be pleased to have a fresh eye look over his sermon. ‘One hears you are something of a literary man, Mr Glover.’

In the late afternoon a heavy downpour cut short my stroll about the encampment and a muddied Chaplain Sandilands did not arrive until the evening. Though I had been told he was fresh out of theological college the man’s youth astonished me. Portly figure and amiable features did not conceal his state of agitation and fluster. ‘Two hundred men!’ he croaked at us. ‘Daunting!’ Seated an hour later in Mr Trimble’s study we had before us a relaxed and alert young cleric taking the situation in hand.

‘I’m finding my feet. My congregations have been small, like talking to a little club or fraternity. Something bigger is wanted. Nothing triumphalist, and not emphasizing salvation either. I like Speirs’ Book of Consolations. But there’s no section on war, sir.’

‘Speirs is out of date, yes – all of twenty years! I believe he has Persecution…’

‘Paul is good on this, in Thessalonians.’ Captain Stembridge’s allusion to our troops at Thessaloniki had sprung to mind and I turned up my notes. ‘“Your patience and faith in all your persecutions and tribulations that ye endure: which is a manifest token of the righteous judgement of God, for which ye also suffer – putting on the breastplate of faith and love – therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the traditions which ye have been taught – see that none render evil for evil unto any man but ever follow that which is good.”’

‘What men they were!’ Sandilands seized on the excerpt. ‘What faith in adversity! And all done by the word. Not the sword.’ He took my notes and he gathered up his papers and left for his billet all zeal and confidence. Mr Trimble gave a smile of satisfaction and produced refreshment.

‘We Ulstermen are not all abstemious. Nor antediluvian either. I’ve been trying recent poetry, in the night hours. What’s your estimation of Brooke? He has a fine phrase, to describe the heart – “a pulse in the eternal mind.”’ I said that I had seen some of his travel writing, from North America. The poem mentioned had been read out at St Paul’s, I believed, just days before Brooke’s death in the Aegean, by Dean William Inge in his Easter address. ‘Three years ago,’ said Mr Trimble. ‘An age.’

Soon after sunrise next morning the roadways came alive as the relieved battalion tramped in, and paraded, and dispersed to the hutments and tents. Such a display of orderly khaki I had not witnessed in many months. After allowing the proper respite, for showers and barbers and dinners, it was my concern to inform the sergeants of the place and time for the afternoon service, employing a rod of mild authority, which these doughty middle-rankers would transmute into their own sort of metal. By a quarter to three our cavernous marquee was full. Mr Trimble read from the Old Testament and I from the New. The singing was hearty.

‘The letters of Paul to his fellow apostles’ – Sandilands was the clearest of speakers – ‘were the beginnings of the Christian Church. Letters to friends and their families, sent from Athens and Corinth, and Rome, and Laodicea. Letters binding them together in fellowship. Praising their patience and faith, amidst the persecutions and tribulations that they endured…’

The silence was profound. It was inspiriting. For twenty minutes Chaplain Sandilands held us all enrapt. Twenty minutes and no more, he knew the fibre – the rough, the delicate fibre – of the men. The commotion we made as trestles were put out for eatables and cordials was no sacrilege but a culmination, a wholesome fulfilment. Present was the general commanding, a donnish man said never to try at being his own lance-corporal. There were Dr Bryden and Majors Donaldson and Silshaw, and Captain Stembridge, and young Hurst who had come in from the adjacent corps. There were Mr Trimble’s secretary and cook, and nurses and orderlies. We had villagers and their children, many small children, clinging to their mothers that had done the cakes, half-fearful of these boisterous men, so like, and unlike, their absent fathers and brothers.

In the evening all was quiet. The soldier out of the line values his hours of peace, for beer and games and a magazine. And for letters. Letters received, read and re-read. Letters written home.

*

Talk of the family Gourin had been stern reminder that these torn lands, the fields and pathways, the church-spired villages, were also home, to the afflicted French. I made stir to be out and about when Monsieur Gourin next appeared with his bottles and I repeated for him the pleasantry that his red wine had kindliness and wit. My sally was well received and had me sitting at the family’s table within the week, the young boy and girl failing to hide their amusement at my too-correct grammar. The weather being judged very mild for early April, their mother presently steered them and their bowls of blancmange away into the garden.

Monsieur Gourin sat silent. His much-creased face was that of an outdoors man, toiling trader and farmer, though oddly pale. He glanced at the Crucifix, the Madonna and Child, on the wall. And then he said that he was no less constant than his good wife, even when harvests were late and hours were long and the daylight short, in church attendance. But he could not grant his priest the name of wise. Could a man who had no son listen with understanding to the cries of a father? Alain was out in the fields, body and limb. His mind would be over the horizon, obeying the orders of his captain to attack. Hatred was a fire that a young man should not carry in his breast. It should not enter the soul. Soon the war must end. If not, perhaps the father would die – he did not smile or shrug – and the grown son would become head of the family, and so see the world anew. As to the peace when it came, the Germans were good at arms and they were good at cabbage. They would be left their cabbage.

I told him that I also had no children, but believed myself able to grasp something of his concerns; there was my brother and his wife, their three girls. The village priest has spoken…? No, the priest had talked of faith and acceptance, the one a part of the other, he had said. So simple to be a church father. They do not walk the earth as other men, suffering blows. Acceptance is for saints. Men of flesh and blood understand other men of flesh and blood. His son was no militarist. He loved France.

The warmth I felt as I took the road for the encampment was not justified by the words I had found for Gérard Gourin in his plight. There are no wise priests. And saying much may be a worse act than saying little. One had thought of Napoleon, laying waste to Europe in his time. Is he forgiven, in Spain, in Portugal? Are the paintings of Francisco Goya locked away? A French farmer works his land and nurtures his family. He is beyond, he is above, such ramblings.

*

As a curate and briefly vicar in the East Midlands I had not joined paths with such men as Richard Donaldson, Robert Silshaw, young Hurst. In those distant days before the war a fleck of military colour would appear in the congregation and then vanish, a uniform passing through merely, not an individual to be held in conversation, much less in dialogue. Here in the theatre of battle the case was opposite. Where all are uniformed it is the man within that is seen and heard, and invites communication. In the common flow of the churchman’s life, which flattened sometimes into dullness, these men could not have been encountered. One listens, gathers them up, knowing this dire interregnum will have its close.

Charles Stembridge, too. He had been content to remain a captain, I guessed, because he was an observer of events and by his nature a traveller. Aware that he had visited the Big Island, Crete, I sought him out and learned that he had resided there two or three years. He came from the Black Country; an uncle was partner in a firm of ironmongers and had propelled his nephew into the fair spaces of the Mediterranean in search of business. ‘The padlock trade. Good start for a youth, Mr Glover. Corrective to a rosy view of things. I am not a lover of mankind.’

His unapologetic bluntness, in face of the clerical collar, a match for his square frame, was worth a score of bland acquiescences. He professed no great liking, had little bent, for history. The esteem he had for the Cretans was of this day. No, he did not visit grand Knossos. A small temple in a slack hour, the elderly woman serving as custodian was humorously disdainful of foreigners – his grasp of modern Greek set him apart – and their gawping. The matriarch’s people were growers of figs, she pointed across the rocky hillside: God gave soil to some, stones to others. The fig was a generous tree, producing much from little. Her sons would happily talk trade with the English merchant. If Turkey could grow rich on the ancient fruit so could Crete.

He had not been there at the time of the killing of Christians, the immolation of the British Vice-Consul and his family in their house. It was the beginning of the end for the island’s Turks. Maybe they would have held back, if the Vice-Consul had been named Smith or Brown and not Calochinero – who knows? In their town of Candia the Turks were numerous, but not in the island as a whole. A Mohammedan majority would have made a different tale. Inside months of the atrocities British troops had shipped out the last of the Turkish garrison and Prince George had arrived from Athens as High Commissioner – St George, the Cretans called him, and Stembridge witnessed their jubilation. ‘My friend Nikos went to the necropolis and poured wine at his father’s grave.’ It was true the Greeks, all of the Greeks, had become too confident, too soon. The ’97 defeat in Thessaly was chastening. The Western powers still handled the Ottomans with care and had been grudging of help. Himself, he was no Turcophil.

‘The world’s a billiards table…’ We had met in the games tent, more suited to a colloquy than the reading room. ‘Ball strikes on ball. When the Russians menaced India through Afghanistan, mid-century, and Turkey through the Black Sea, we fought them in the Crimea. Uncomfortable ally, the Ottomans. But they bestrode our route to the east and we wished them to be quiet. Unhappily for Greece! Our Philhellenes were largely impotent, in Great Britain and France…’

‘True.’

‘The Kaiser, he was busy stirring up mischief at Constantinople, persuading the Grand Vizier the British would take Crete, for the anchorage at Suda Bay, better than Alexandria or Cyprus. Always glad to deal the Royal Navy a knock, was Wilhelm. Rode into Jerusalem on a white horse with his Turkish friends – emulating Mohammed? When the Anglophile Kiamil Pasha was toppled by the Young Turks, in 1909, there was joy in Berlin. The young radical officers were militarists, admirers of Prussian efficiency. The tacit alliance with Germany stiffened up. Our Foreign Secretary may have read the signs, but he did little. A pacific man, Grey, as we were to see in July of 1914.’

We had won an audience of three or four subalterns. Stembridge’s knowledge and comprehension of the politics of the Balkans and Near East was humbling, to a chaplain versed in declensions and compounds, the weak and strong aorist tenses – and using the learning to what purpose? Is Euripides’ Electra the greatest of the three Orestean plays? What is the worth and value of Sophoclean irony? Ought one simply to dismiss them, the ancients, and live utterly in the present age? It must be always with us, the present. Yet many a fine figure has been ground and burned to make new lime. The fact was acknowledged.

‘But I give you William Gladstone, Mr Glover. You know the story? In his early years he went as Extraordinary High Commissioner to the Ionian Islands. His speech to the Assembly was in classical Greek. “It sounded magnificent,” said one Ionian to another, “but I don’t speak English.”’

A young captain brought us over tea and gave Stembridge a measured half-grin, and silently took a chair.

‘There are two sorts of past, gentlemen. The past in our heads is dead and gone. The other past is out there still, in the east. Medievalism is a living force, no mere amusement for college dons. It’s been the misfortune of the Greeks to face hard up against it. Rather similar to Christianity, Mr Glover. The first of the great religions to be confronted by science. Doing a fair job, I should say.’

‘The Greeks were slow to join us…’

‘Of course they were, Ayliffe! Even the offer of Cyprus didn’t tempt him, Constantine. He feared for the Greek populations of Asia Minor – there since Homer, Mr Glover? The Turks had shown themselves quick to massacre, in the name of their religion. And suppose the Central Powers were to win? Turkey would push westward again, across the Med, a catastrophe for Greece. Only Bulgaria would gain, she covets Kavala, on the Aegean. Roumania waited, the same. We should put in the effort, to understand Roumania – German King Ferdinand, English Queen Marie, sandwiched between Russia and Austria-Hungary. Never such a war – the complexity…’

Stembridge allowed exasperation to show through. I savoured my tea. The audience drifted back to their games.

‘One’s not starry-eyed over the Greeks. They can be… commercial, let us say. In Roumania they’ve been the bankers, along with the Jews. Peoples displaced by the hand of history. Brute history.’ And he knew more of it, if not ancient then beyond recent, than his modest talk had claimed. The Greeks had lain four hundred years under the Ottoman shackles, severed from Europe where they belonged – where they belong – no arts and sciences, no philosophy, no democracy. He fell quiet.

‘Did you trade in figs, then? They were a mark of good living, like milk and honey in the Old Testament. “Fig after fig,” says Homer of prosperous Ithaca.’

‘No. Solid ironware was my uncle’s line. Not fickle produce. I found I liked travel. Then journalism…’

And intelligence work in the Aegean, he confided, before Venizelos brought the Greeks in. Mytilene had been a hotbed of rumours and schemes. Thracians that may have been Bulgars, Macedonians with a Magyar look, shipping agents from Rhodes and Cyprus and Alexandria. Everywhere Greek irregulars, thirsting to hurl themselves and their rifles across the Lesbos channel against Pergamon and Smyrna and the Ottomans’ Teutonic machine-guns.

‘Greece is good for us, war or peace. Shows us what to expect as we go eastward. All men are not the same under the sun, Mr Glover, and they are not the same under the skin. A pleasant fancy. I once went seeking a business acquaintance in Port Said. I gave a cabman at the quayside the address and yes, he knew it. After an hour of aimless driving around it was clear the man had lied. When finally I found the merchant I expected an apology for the man’s behaviour, but no. “He took his opportunity.” One lives and learns, you see.’

Admirable friends had been made on that starkly beautiful island of Crete. He would go again and visit the old custodian and her sons. They used to sit by the door in the spring sunshine, masses of white flowers glowing in the stonework. The children were told the earth tremors were the Minotaur stamping beneath the ground, and to be good. A strange-looking bird would fly overhead; what was its name? ‘Why does the young Englishman ask that? It is no use for eating.’

*

The remark by Stembridge, that the padlock trade was a good starting place for a young man, was less than just to his character. I saw not the cynicism or repugnance of a misanthrope, but the disappointment of a would-be humanitarian – ‘Something like the worthy Thomas Carlyle,’ I presently told him. Neither did his expressed aversion to history communicate the true tenor of his mind. By ‘matters drily historical’ he meant far-off kings and queens, Harolds and Charlemagnes and Boadiceas; he meant Rome and Athens, and Troy, yes, if historical Troy be. Events of a mere fifty or sixty years ago were a different case. They were politics. Our infant fathers were there, our grandfathers were in their prime. We have the newspapers of the day, just down a flight of stairs beneath the desks of our reporters. It was reading the collected despatches of William Russell of The Times that had first drawn him to journalism – the detail, the immediacy. There was respect for the officers in the throes of battlefield decision-making, fraught with consequences, by the hour, the minute. There was concern for the welfare of the rank-and-file, in the wet and cold and heat. We raised a full glass to him, the common soldier, over the billet table.

‘Ill supplied! Gladstone tried to run the Crimean War on thrift, as if counting postage stamps in his office!’

I believed that Aberdeen was Prime Minister, or Palmerston. Stembridge had the facts.

‘Gladstone held the purse strings. He never favoured a war against Russia.’

‘He was right?’

‘He was. We fought Christian Russia in support of Moslem Turkey! The French too, and more of their men lost than ours. A useless campaign. To please Victoria – and Albert, no friend to Russia.’ The Eastern Question became the devil of British politics. The country thrown about for twenty and thirty years by a pair of loquacious actors. Disraeli, in a welter of words, explaining nothing; Gladstone, the same, explaining everything. Too much the Oriental, Disraeli, a man all surface sparkle. Russia’s claims to a protectorate over the Turkish Christians he cast aside. Described the first reports of the Turks’ massacres in Bulgaria as “coffee-house babble”. Tragic! Too close to the Queen always, Albert was gone but not his pro-Ottoman policies. Gladstone? His speeches and writings against the atrocities were magnificent, his morality shone through.

‘His Christian morality…’

Stembridge’s nod was generous; he was not a man loath to concede a point. ‘One hears that every school in Bulgaria has his picture on the wall. A sight to be seen.’

‘Sadly, a pleasure for the future.’

‘The Bulgars have taken the Central Powers’ side, yes. Now they find their food stocks filched by their allies, prisoners from the Greek front tell us.’

‘One sympathizes with the journalists, trying to report all of it, the turmoil…’

He had not chosen to pursue the profession, in the present conflict. The journalist in a war situation has an impossible task. If he reports honestly – the shortages, rigours, horrors – is he inadvertently aiding the other side? William Russell, at the American Civil War, incurred the mistrust equally of North and South, both sensitive to the views of London’s Times. “Only the Mississippi is more powerful,” Lincoln told him.

‘No. We put on uniform and find our place – Chaplain Philip Glover, Captain Charles Stembridge…’

I could only nod. Tiredness and the hour will have their due, in the best of company.

‘The saddest thing, Philip, is that nothing is predictable – and all is predictable. Our ambassador at Berlin warned that Bismarck had opted for a politique de brigandage. Great Britain has been ruled by optimists. We did not listen.’

‘It’s the Christian strength, and failing. Always to think well of the other fellow.’

*

My regular tramp of three or four miles to each of our auxiliary aid-posts would have gladdened at any season. In these days of advancing springtime it exhilarated. The triangle they formed, the two posts and our quarters, I marked on my sector map and saw to be a common scalene, which by a touch of the pencil of the mind became right-angled, and so acquired a hypotenuse. Nature in its wildness has little use or regard for straight lines. Crystals have them and so were thought by the ancients to possess mystical powers. Now we create them at will, the real and the imaginary. As the equator exists, publicly, so privately may one’s own piece of geometry. The square on my triangle’s long side stretched away south and westward, into the great expanses of France, our fertile France of rolling field and hill, of copse and forest, pool and river.

One learns much, walking a mile with a man of sixty and his loaded barrow. I caught first his silhouette against the skyline ahead and my pace quickened to a march and got me abreast and greeting him. Had I found the people in these parts friendly toward the Reformist priest? Certainly, yes. There had been a chaplain who told him that things were not so, here. I gave a doubting glance and we both smiled. It was a joke – our neighbours are a mirror to ourselves, a bit of wisdom that is surely universal. His smile held, courteously, and then faded. He had received a dismal letter, he said, from his brother Gilbert living at Soissons. Whatever the uniform, the letter said, the military are to be shunned. Whatever the uniform! Gilbert was the eldest brother. Their father and mother had been teachers. How does a man have such parents and live so long, yet have so little sense? Inside the aid-post we properly introduced ourselves – ‘Pierre Claudel, Philip Glover’ – and we drank English tea. He was a welcome caller, with his supplies of produce, the handsome cauliflowers and onions drew my praise. To grow things had always been his wish; the walls that enclosed a teacher’s life were dull and severe. But he had liked the name his parents gave him; his grandmother would say, ‘So Pierre, today are you a saint or a stone?’ We are blessed with children by God for the future, and also for present amusement, did I not agree? He laughed at them now, coming in shyly from the hamlet nearby with cut or bruise, to claim the badge of a pink plaster. ‘Our best patients are the mechanics, Mr Glover,’ said the superintendent. ‘Their lorry camp is over in the woods. We identify four kinds of colds, for science; there may be a fifth. We are skilled dispensers of the aspirin tablet.’

The roads were now dry underfoot and favoured me well enough with passers-by, one to the half-hour, three or four in minutes, bonjours exchanged, a chaplain’s firm smile given. It was Pierre’s stocky trudging figure I soonest began to know. In a dazzle of sunrise we converged near the brow of the longest hill, buffeted by a cross-wind that aided neither man up or down, and he pressed on me packets of seeds, garnered from his own hectares. He said that a soul was in there, and brains too, a sort of wisdom. They would grow well in the damp English soil. He had pulled many a fine turnip in a misty dawn.

*

‘Bit of an attack on, sir.’

Sergeant-Major Cole had assisted genially at our grand social occasion a fortnight ago. I recalled his broad smiles as he paused to let the children scamper out of harm’s way, his broad shoulders as he put a trestle in place…

‘Attack, sir!’

The gunfire I had been conscious of, as one hears and does not hear distant thunder. Now images leapt up – infants and mothers – irrationally, the village was well to our rear. The aid-posts too lay miles off. A very young nurse yesterday had shown me her Bible, after a short service, which was properly formal though not I hoped over-pious. She said that she read a chapter each night, a gift from her father when she came away, the pages gilt-edged…

‘Sir! Now!’

I slipped the marker into my book and slung on haversack and helmet, and I stepped out from the billet into the open where others were emerging.

No thunder travels at such velocity. No thunder comes shrieking down and bursts the ears and enters the skull. Why is the house here, the senior chaplain’s house? He is away and cannot protect his walls and neither can the sergeant-major. Nobody runs forward to protect the walls. Nobody shoulders them, not a floor nor a window. Here on the ground the bricks have lost their patterns of rows and slants, the diagonals are gone. It is difficult to assemble brick on brick. They cannot be aligned, they resist the fingers. We fools of men are too lofty, claiming the air, assaulting the high air. Our true sustenance lies here on the ground. The stony clayey earth. The leaves of the self-heal plant have the shape of hearts. They are a pulse in the eternal mind. Green hearts that throb among the red bricks. Men’s bricks that rise up high and that fall again and lose their sense. The loss has the agony of pain. It is the pain of the fall of Athens.

*

‘Aunt Louisa says that spring has really come now in Somerset and she has a new doctor and is walking better. Great-nephew David is a full corporal. I shall read you it all later. Try and eat the scrambled egg, sir.’

‘They are such people, sir, at Malmesbury.’

‘Robert Silshaw will be along next visit, Philip. We do pretty well at the new HQ. Trips to Amiens. You know the cathedral. A superb organ.’

‘The peace and quiet, Mr Glover. Salubrious. We chaplains relish it, do we not? Relish and value it. I’ve wondered, in moments of daring, whether God ever hearkens back to that great silence, before Creation.’

‘I have news, sir. I think we can take it on the chin. Hobbes’s Odyssey is found, at Paris. He writes Ulysses and Jupiter – Latin! And he such a scholar. Bone-headed fashion! False! We shall make our own good way, be certain of it.’

‘The poor Greeks! Romanized from the west, Ottomanized from the east! Can they ever be themselves?’

‘I believe the Canadians have honoured her – Mount Cavell. As she said, we must have no hatred, no bitterness toward anyone. A challenge to our Christian charity, Mr Glover. Nay, our very faith in humanity. Count Harrach said that his only regret was that he did not have three or four old English women to shoot.’

‘The blood and iron were there, in Wagner. But Beethoven – Brahms? One senses it now, thanks to the Kaiser and his generals. A pleasure spoiled. Lost.’

‘Anaximander? The first scientist? Nobody is ever the first of anything, one suspects. There was Thales before him. And before that, some sort of priest we may suppose. Were not Egypt’s geometers men of the temple, hierophants? Ourselves, we have had Friar Roger Bacon – Flamsteed, held the living of Burston – Stephen Hales was vicar at Teddington – Joseph Priestley a minister, though Nonconformist – and dear Gilbert White. Clerics have been observers and they have been thinkers.’

‘The Milesians did impress, Mr Trimble, as I recall. My soft spot was for Anaxagoras – have I it right, Philip? He said that the sun is a mass of incandescent stone, probably larger than the whole of the Peloponnese.’

‘My father is chaplain at the Tynteswold estate, sir. A fine chapel, built with the house, about 1860. Never consecrated, the local vicar objected. Just the one service a day and then he’s in the library. They have Gladstone, yes, on Homer. A dwindling band, the amateur classicists – Asquith, Balfour. Not much Latin or Greek quoted in the House of Commons nowadays.’

‘Reading well, I see. Swift. He failed of a bishopric, when the Whigs came in. Soured him. Clever satire, though. Sunbeams extracted from cucumbers, released from vials in poor summers! A nice jab at the men of science. An ancient, among the moderns. We ancients must never become tetchy, you know. Unchristian.’

‘So poetry he banished from his Republic? Except for the education of children, in the heroic and the divine…’

‘He ought to have banished war.’

‘He knew then his Republic wouldn’t survive.’

‘Stembridge has looked at a modern Greek poet or two, he has the language. Cavafy – over sensual, he says. Kalvos – lived in England a while, married there, ran a girls’ school, in Lincolnshire. Maybe he met Tennyson, walking on the Wolds.’

‘You mentioned Hardy. A better poet than novelist?’

‘As a novelist he fibbed. There never was a wife sold at a country fair. They loved a fairy-tale sentiment, the Victorians, and a dose of wickedness.’

‘And you are a modernist, Major Donaldson?’

‘In fiction, Mr Trimble. Poetry, less so. We tried this piece, Philip, with young John Hurst: “Let us go then, you and I, when the evening is spread out against the sky, like a patient etherised upon a table.” The poet sets up an image, the evening sky, and then shatters it, with banality. You nod, Robert…’

‘I nod. Compare with the good William: “The west yet glimmers with some streaks of day, now spurs the lated traveller apace to gain the timely inn.”’

‘The gardens are a picture, sir. A picture. Whoever saw such hollyhocks and foxgloves! The colours! We must say in your letter that you are walking so well, every day. It will so please your aunt.’

*

The nursing orderly detailed to accompany me home was at once lithely young and staidly mature, and she was an enthusiast for the railways. Beyond my own meagre knowledge she could describe the locomotives’ class and their wheel configurations, and she quietly did so, at Poperinghe station and then on the move. It was her nature and character, one saw, to oblige; and there showed the mark of her chosen vocation. She talked of her churchwarden father in Norfolk, indeed a land of fine churches, I said, from the prosperous old wool days. At Hazebrouck she fell silent, as I looked out through my window onto the busy platforms. The shifting images beyond the wood-framed rectangle of glass were a large public scene, and also they made a small tableau, private to oneself. There was no time here for seeking after rare tomes, pored over down the years by curious minds; or colourful sets of stamps to thicken the albums of collectors, servicemen or schoolboys. Not girls, no, one’s nieces are a world of question-marks whatever their age, they are too young for this gift, too old for that. If one had nephews – but they in their turn would bring doubts. The beams and motes of uncertainty lie in uncles themselves.

As we journeyed across Picardy the gentle airs came wafting up from the south and the villages gliding past spelled out their names, to an English eye, with an austral brightness. So many saints has this fair France, for better or worse, who shall say? Certainly we value the greater ones, Paul and the Synoptics and John, the Hellenistic writers. My own received epistles I took out and looked over again, to the rhythm of the rails. Aunt Louisa fretted overmuch; Cyril and Hetty somewhat; and in her first ever lines to me Beatrix not at all, The Faerie Queene was proving as hard as expected, though there were interesting words – ‘a Scryne is a case or chest for keeping books.’ The letters, with King George’s assuring head, were returned to the depths of my baggage, as the murmur of the rails faltered and lost its harmony to the sounds of a big station. Newsboys selling English papers in Gallic voices were not to be denied. I asked for a French one, speaking broadly, and the gosse flashed me an entente grin. On every page there would be subjunctives to find for interest, and conditionals; emotions and hypotheses and reasonings, to suit the disordered times. The tea at the kiosk was freshly made, good and hot. And then our beakers must be left half-full on the counter, as the guard imperiously called out, and we did a dash. Securely aboard we exchanged smiles as we felt the surge forward, the grind of the wheels; and we settled back, as the speed quickened and rose to a fury, and the landscape flickered and shone and glowed. My Nouvelles I soon passed to the gendarme opposite; and as he squinted I watched his grandfatherly face, and I thought ahead to the major junction and perhaps a more leisurely stop for a nurse and her charge. And so it was. More wagons and more freight; a new engine, massive, four axles coupled it would appear. In fine spirits we ate and drank and strolled the platform and belauded the weather in these favoured parts.

At the step to our carriage I was halted by a cry, loudly courteous – ‘Sir!’

The young lady was mistaken. She mistook me for someone else. In her trim attire, an auxiliary of some order or denomination, the approach was not unwelcome and I shook her hand, and my nurse smiled. It was a pleasant moment or two, and as we travelled onward the rails gently resumed their elemental music. Restful. Soporific. There was neither wish nor need to glance at watches, at clocks as stations went by. Not until Boulogne did urgency intrude and there could be no time made, to visit my bookseller friend whose card lay in my pocket-book, to enjoy fine sea-fish. Nor at Dover where the fish would be as good and the officers of the St John’s were of the bravest mettle and heart and humour. At Waterloo station we were met by my brother, Cyril, who had my nurse’s name and who thanked her warmly and hoped that she would accept the ribboned box.

‘Malmesbury has missed you, Philip.’

*

And there had been changes and happenings in our river-girt borough, our hill-top town and citadel. Everything lay open and well disposed, like a loved book handed to a patient at his bedside. The winds had left, the waters were low and lazy with early summer warmth. My nieces bloomed: Beatrix of course, so like her mother, and Catherine and Paula, more separate now the two seemed, one from the other, in feature and gait, and in temperament. School was a joy, and teachers; and games; and walks to the tea-shop. The High Street was no longer muddy though awaiting still its coat of tarmacadam. The Abbey stood large, a chip of stone fallen here and there, the weeds on wall and buttress rampant. Yellow flower, green leaf and stalk, would fade and wilt back graciously come the November fogs. The jackdaws circled and soared and perched. A volume on their ways and folklore would be welcome. The ornithologist has a vast domain that he can inhabit and study.

Young Edwin Lambert having been drawn away necessarily, Cyril had slipped into the partner’s seat held vacant for him. ‘Edwin will be home soon enough.’ The responsibilities had encroached little on family or social matters, Cyril said; the lady clerk at the office was proficient and conscientious. Committees, they were flexible entities amenable to adjustment and one left the post of chairman to stouter men. And wives: ‘A mother of three daughters who masters Sidgwick’s Ethics! Sheer competence!’ Evening guests sipping on cordial fell into no hiatus whilst the pipe was charged and matches sought, the flow of speculation – and gossip, as Hetty termed her observations on the canon-vicar’s last sermon – continued. Until my prescribed hot glass and withdrawal I was an attentive listener and indeed participant. Mr Lowe had a birds encyclopaedia at the school that I ought to consult.

Dr Lipscombe called in twice weekly and then once as he saw that I was getting about. The man as I remembered him had seemed younger. There was less talk, the lightness was gone. He confided that he hoped to pass on the practice. There would be doctors in plenty coming back soon, before the year ended, one fervently prayed. ‘There will be men enough for everything, Mr Glover. Chaplains too, you know.’ My perambulations drew his surprise and his generous approval. I told him that I owed the progress to my old fondness for Burnivale. The route had shaped itself into three sections, to suit God’s weather and man’s disposition. First and shortest, do Burnivale for just three hundred yards and then cut sharp left, up the curving steps into Abbey Row, and left again for Bristol Street; and so home. Second, another day, keep with Burnivale and then swing up Oliver’s Lane, which leads through into the High Street, by the King’s Arms; and then home. Third and longest, go all the way to King’s Wall and into the Lower High Street; and slowly home. Eventually I went on to the ancient almshouses and reached the textile mill, a cool clear day, good for walking in July. I stood on the Avon bridge and watched the lorries departing with their loads. The river beneath was shallow, the banks were miry, like the Glovers’ at the bottom of the garden. Catherine said that the mud was horrid, Paula that the ducks liked it very much. Beatrix and I, from the comfort of the tea-table on the lawn, agreed that no such inelegancy afflicted the Lady of Shalott. As she drifted on her noble journey, wan of face yet steadfast, there were only the waters and swans and bowers.

By the Market Cross, when finally I determined to visit the Abbey, I thought in a moment of fancy to meet with the helpful youth who had offered guidance in the High Street and had watched me turn away at the Abbey gate. I ought indeed to have gone forward and explained for him the Biblical scenes around the doorway. Now he was far-off, in his full khaki; or perhaps he watched me again, as I crossed the graveyard and pushed through the door into the cool dimness. What a very silent place, this Abbey of St Mary and St Aldhelm, preternaturally so. It was the wrong time of the week. Another day and hour there would be music filling the spaces, and measured footsteps and murmuring voices, and the diligence of elderly women dusting. For the present the outside was more congenial. And the figure I had seen by the rear corner of the West Front was surely that of the Belgian artist from the uplands, beyond Foxley village?

‘Your colours remain strong, Monsieur Labeque.’

I had paused half within sight before speaking, as one must when a man is absorbed in his work. The clean-shaven smile was quick and friendly.

‘The world is grey – Mr Glover.’

He put down his brush onto a square of cloth and he leaned back on his wicker stool, and he smiled again.

‘You know that. We colour it. With tales and sagas. Epics.’

From a pair of boards, propped behind his easel in a canvas case, he showed me six or seven views of the Abbey, quite large, some with a patch here and there awaiting completion. Looking northward the sky was done very blue, with clouds floating very white above the straight line of the Abbey’s nave. To the south, he had caught just the edge of the massive stonework before giving pride of place to the Market Cross, the rooftops of the High Street beyond curving away in close perspective. The West Front he had rendered from two or three angles, and the Crossing Arch from the gardens. There would be more, he said – ‘Until the sweet English summer ends.’

A troop of boisterous lads had wandered over from an alleyway. They fell quiet, and they hovered, peering, brief moments, and took themselves off.

‘My little society. Your collar frightens them. They stare and they laugh. A good laugh. As they would laugh at the funny hat of a friend, on a birthday. Then they depart, to their adventures.’

The pictures were bold and not to be casually judged, though the grass was so green and the stones so yellow. I told him that I had a Samuel Palmer I hoped he would accept, did he know the name? And I related how the weather had foiled my attempt at delivery.

‘Before the light evenings abandon us, yes. Please come and have the painting, if you will.’

*

Our soldier visitors were greeted on the platform by myself and Cyril in bright noonday sunshine, and they agreed as we led them through to the waiting cab that our Malmesbury branch line made a pretty scenic route and, as we moved off, that it was an impressive piece of engineering. At the King’s Arms the ostler’s lad, face alive with esteem for the big snorting animal and lusty beyond his years and height, served up water and feed. The hotel was running at a fair pitch, doorways and saloons, archway and yard, awash with farmers and traders enjoying their market day. Cyril had acquaintance with some, having at one time or another resolved ‘the siting of a field-post, the fate of ill-apportioned goods’. I took Donaldson and Hurst inside and they confirmed their telephoned booking for the night, and they allowed the hotel’s suited boy to help with their baggage to the foot of the stairway. Mrs Jones at her desk would ensure the officers were conveyed to the Glover house at half-past three as required. Cyril and I declined the cab and walked.

‘I see Richard Donaldson is now on the staff, for his pains. I’m happy with them, Cyril. The military.’

‘Men that have stared the king of terrors in the face. As you have said.’

‘Civilians are… different. War is about the civilians, of course. Civil society. Ultimately.’

‘We like to think that we’re a sort of soldier too, Philip. We are not.’

At the house Hetty and the girls were intent on preparations for afternoon tea, casting an eye, Hetty and Beatrix, on the distant cloudscape. I said that the lawn had never looked more lush, the riverside more arcadian. An amused Cyril recalled that these were not the first men in uniform to honour the Glover threshold.

‘Oh, local boys – the Kelshall sons, and Captain Sayle,’ granted Hetty.

‘And Major Donaldson is from Salisbury, Philip tells us. Why, that’s south Wiltshire, on our maps in the study…’

‘My goodness,’ said Beatrix smiling, at Catherine who gaily laughed.

The two wicker tables and eight chairs, as I carried them all out into the garden, were obligingly light. Paula was a zealous and a persuasive helper in the task of arrangement. By the appointed hour everything was ready. The military men, of course, arrived on time.

‘So this is your River Avon,’ said Richard Donaldson across the cakes and tea-cups, with measured appreciation and a glance at his lieutenant. They were being treated like princes and were embarrassed not a bit.

‘It goes all the way to Bristol,’ said Beatrix.

‘And under the Clifton Bridge, yes. We have an Avon, at Salisbury. A little wider. Less charming. I taught geography…’

‘Salisbury is a city,’ stated Catherine, and Donaldson concurred, ‘It most certainly is!’

‘And there’s the Stratford Avon!’ beamed John Hurst. ‘There’s scarcely a mention of rivers in Shakespeare; maybe it’s true some other sharp fellow wrote those plays.’ He grinned at his colleague. ‘Not that one raises the possibility with our Major Silshaw.’

‘The Anglo-Saxons were unimaginative in their river names,’ I offered. ‘And did you hear the hypothesis, that Beowulf was written here, at Malmesbury?’

‘Hobbes and Beowulf! Can our little town bear so much fame?’ Cyril deftly placed one of the loaded cake-stands between the two lesser Glovers.

‘Our river has voles,’ said Paula, ‘like The Wind in the Willows.’

‘Ratty is a vole,’ explained Catherine. ‘He lives on the River Thames. Not here.’

‘Your voles are his cousins though, I should think. The Thames rises over here, you know, near Cirencester.’

The lieutenant was an enthusiast for rivers and river folk, it appeared. As the tea-things were collected up, with agreeable clatter, four chairs found their lumbering way to the water’s brink and Catherine fetched the book. The three girls and an honorary brother would do the river and the sunshine full justice for some while, and then there would be lawn games. Cyril invited Richard Donaldson into the study for a pipe of Churchman’s. The major had an interest in broad matters of law: why had the Czar’s Hague conference of 1899 borne no fruit, looking back? Hetty and I possessed ourselves of the kitchen, where I persuaded her that our Belgian guest for the evening was an utter gentleman and would be well content with a carved Wiltshire sirloin and our local cheese, and the treat of a good French wine from the depths of the larder. The girls at length brought in their croquet companion; a gallant young esquire was expected to win and Hurst had marginally done so, looking duly fatigued by the effort. Donaldson emerged with Cyril from the study, his brow a touch more furrowed, I lightly remarked to Hetty. Why, that was usually the case after an hour with a solicitor, she said.

At about seven o’clock the Foxley cart arrived by our gate and Monsieur Labeque, gripping a parcel, clambered down.

‘Our very first Belgian artist!’ greeted Hetty as I ushered him inside.

‘There are no berets to be got, in Malmesbury. Do English artists wear a tweed jacket, so?’ He touched a lapel, the cloth was a mix of pale blues and greens.

We unwrapped his gift. The painting was large, three foot or so long and high in proportion. It was of the Abbey, in radiant colours and hugely dwarfing the trees, the Market Cross, the houses. My Samuel Palmer stood close by the door and must not be forgotten. Settled in the parlour over a juice and a dainty we were a substantial gathering.

‘Please call me Jack. I am trying to be a native. That is the present continuous tense. Very English. You gave me a lesson, Mr Glover. At Charlton Park.’ His faint smile was deliberate, and for everyone.

Cyril too was a man of controlled visage. It was a Glover quality that in myself had lately softened, I believed. And now Cyril made a suggestion. For the evening we should be Cyril and Hetty, Philip and Jack, Richard and John – with the military’s permission. Beatrix gave the officers a kindly look and the younger pair went wide-eyed at the daringness.

‘If you are Jack, sir,’ said Paula, ‘you must fetch a pail of water.’ The allusion being explained to the monsieur, he asked that Paula write down the nursery rhyme for him to keep. Promptly a book was found containing a great many more, to be read out sonorously by a boyish John Hurst. He was released finally by Hetty’s provision at a side-table of two small plates of cold beef and sliced potatoes, followed by good-nights and the climb up the stairs. The soldiers would come again, and Mr Jack too.

At supper we were able to affirm that there was nothing unEnglish about a glass of Burgundy.

‘Our favourite wine, at Liège.’

‘A stone’s throw from Dijon?’

‘By the giant of Rabelais, perhaps.’

Did we know that iron was first smelted by the use of coke, at Liège, around the same time as famously in England? He spoke warmly of artizans he had known, the manufactures, the trades. Men should be proud of their birthplace, their town and their country. How else would they understand the pride of others – the Nipponese, the Zulus?

‘Indeed,’ said Hetty. ‘Can’t abide them, the precious xenophiles, that love all things foreign…’

‘With little understanding,’ said Cyril, ‘of the good and the bad. Snobbery, exquisite hedonism. Like a potentate, plucking this and that from across the globe.’

‘It suits them, they confuse patriotism with xenophobia. Gives a superior feel to their lives. Few met in the Army.’

Richard Donaldson’s observation had a plainness to it. Hetty asked about Salisbury. His wife of a year or two was living with an uncle and aunt, and kept an eye open for a house. ‘Such a family you have here. I must write and tell the German High Command – the game is up, meine Herren!’

‘Will you return to teaching?’

‘Provided I’m permitted to sit! No parading along the benches, the bootmakers have done well out of us. My fondness for the infantry grows thin.’

‘We tell Philip he walks too much. And Malmesbury is so hilly.’

‘Old habits die hard, Hetty. You may be right. The flagstones of Burnivale and the High Street make no concession to old soldiers.’

Was John Hurst a marching man? He favoured speed, the motor vehicle. And to communicate by wireless, the speed of light – and the telephone! Why however did the housewife manage without it? wondered Hetty. Solicitor Glover was less sure. See a client in the office and the bill is clear. Advise on the telephone, less so.

‘I must retract! Our profession’s name suffers enough.’

Beatrix said that this was all the fault of Charles Dickens, she felt sure, all those arguments! And yes, the telephone must be a very great help to the soldiers. It was indeed, said the lieutenant, though the lines were frequently destroyed by the shells, despite being buried deep. The staff officers, such as Major Donaldson, would always be needed, to communicate the generals’ orders. Those were the red tabs of the staff, on the major’s lapels. The cloth was made at Stroud, over in the Cotswolds, and some of the cloth for the Guards’ uniforms too. It was a good town, and hillier even than Malmesbury.

‘But in Gloucestershire!’ quipped Cyril.

‘We don’t really mind,’ said Beatrix. And she revealed to the bemused lieutenant our silly jokes about Wiltshire. ‘Now I shall say good-night. I always read for an hour.’

‘You are organized,’ complimented Hurst.

‘We too,’ said Donaldson. ‘We have an early train tomorrow. A brisk walk, a cheery word with the hotel’s landlord…’

He thanked Hetty for the Wiltshire hospitality and Cyril for his thoughts on international law, and Monsieur Labeque for the stories of Liège, a city he must explore one day. The lieutenant said what a fine location we had, Miss Glover was so right. To his fellow Grecian he apologized, there had been no time to discuss our Odyssey. He had read Pope through once more; the rhyming couplets were a wonder, but imprecise. So must all metre be, perforce. We might consider a prose rendering…

‘You shall visit again,’ commanded Hetty at the door. ‘Soon. And out of uniform, we may trust. You are not far away.’

*

In the quietness that now descended Hetty had the look of satisfaction that follows a piece of work well and modestly done, as she firmly closed the curtains on the dusk and threw a glance at the silent stairs. Cyril lit up his briar and sank back in the aromatic haze.

Monsieur Labeque remarked on the courtesy and spruceness of the English officers, the absence of affectation. They were among their own sort here, of course. Yet he had seen them as he crossed Flanders, the same conduct, with their men. Oddly the French officers were more uncivil. Where all are full and equal citizens it is those who climb high that are the kings, and will act as they please. ‘Noblesse oblige is for the English, in their gentle monarchy.’

‘English?’ Cyril’s smile was slow and sagacious. ‘You will be truly Jack, when you master the art – nay, the science – of pipe-smoking. And behind the pipe I may choose my persona, you see. Kindly, speaking no ill. Benign – philosophical…’

‘Prophetic,’ I added.

‘Cyril and I,’ said Hetty, ‘have a little notion of a book, In Praise of Belgium. The history, the war. The wonderful maps, at Antwerp. We love Antwerpen. But not overly academic. What do you think, monsieur?’

There was no tobacco haze shrouding him, though the round face and prominent brow were so like Cyril’s, it seemed, as when I first met him at his upland cottage. He made no smile, such as he had worn faintly throughout the evening.

‘A book would be kind. But people will wish to forget the past. Their minds will narrow. To the small point of their own existence. They will live in the present moment. Only that.’

‘The hoi polloi, yes. Understandably…’

‘They always do. But not the thinkers, men of intellect…’

‘Most of all, sir – madam. The men of intellect, most of all.’

Now he did smile, weakly.

‘The wine. And the truth. The past will be despised. As never before.’

I quoted for him Aeschylus, the Agamemnon: ‘“From suffering comes wisdom…”’

‘Aeschylus was a fool. From suffering comes sadness.’

He rose to his feet and he said that if he might borrow a torchlight he would meet the Foxley cart as it came along the road. The evening was dry and carter William would be faithful to his agreed time.

In the hall we gathered up the Samuel Palmer and were assured the weight would be as nothing. He was a fit man, do not fear. I led him out and through the gate, and I walked with him into the roadway. I expressed thanks again for his picture. ‘At once earthly, and romantic, and yes, spiritual.’

‘Englishness, Mr Glover. I paint Englishness. While it remains.’

He hugged the Palmer close and he bent forward against the night air, and he stepped away up the hill. I stood and watched his shape dwindle and vanish into the darkness.

* * * *
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