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      October 1914

      ‘What’s it all about, Dad?’

      ‘What’s what all about?’

      ‘This flippin’ war. It was supposed to be over by Christmas.’

      Edith Birch looked up from the Pontefract and Castleford Express at her dad who was standing at the window, rubbing his shoulder and sucking on his dead pipe, trying to bring both muscle and pipe back to life as he looked out into the backyard, wondering if a couple of big pot plants might liven the place up a bit. He’d seen some in Castleford market, tanner a time including a half-decent plant pot. They’d blind the bin and be something more pleasant to look at through the back window. How to get them home on the bus, that might be a problem. He’d been thinking about making a trailer for his bike – now that would be really handy. The stuff he could cart about with a trailer. His tool-bass for a start.

      Thursday was both payday and early finishing day in the building trade. It was twenty-five past five and Charlie Birch had been home ten minutes, after cycling from site on his boneshaker bicycle with his jute tool-bass slung over his shoulders and banging against his back every time he stood on the pedals to ride uphill. It was a difficult machine to ride at the best of times, never mind having to carry a heavy bag which caused him to ride at a funny angle and which, he reckoned, had also caused him to pull a muscle in his right shoulder, the one he used for sawing timber. He decided that tomorrow he’d go on the bus, which was also something of a boneshaker but he wouldn’t pull any muscles. Ha’penny there, ha’penny back – penny a day; a tanner for a six-day working week. Next to nothing really when you consider that a badly pulled muscle might cost him a day’s pay, or maybe two or more days’ pay – ten bob, maybe a pound, maybe more. Didn’t bear thinking about.

      Agnes, his wife, was keeping an eye on a pan of potatoes bubbling away on a gas ring. They were in the largest room in the house: combined living room, dining room and kitchen – better known as t’back room. It was a modest room in a modest home with an atmosphere of friendship, love, humour, pipe tobacco and boiled potatoes. The front room, better known as t’room, was kept for best and was permanently tidy. In t’back room there was a fire burning in the Yorkshire range, with a wooden clothes horse standing in front of it, investing most of its heat in drying young Stanley’s steaming clothes which he’d got muddied falling in a puddle on his way home from school. He did a lot of falling did Stanley. His dad maintained that if he had as many ticks on his homework as he had scabs on his knees he’d be a genius. He was sitting at the table in his pyjamas, engrossed in The Boy’s Own Paper – a comic for boys of Stanley’s age – ten.

      ‘I’d like to know which Christmas they’re talking about,’ said Edith. ‘It says here they’ve got recruiting people over at the Prince of Wales today. It says here that the West Riding Coal Owners’ Association are raising a Miners Battalion for the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry.’

      ‘It says that there, does it?’

      ‘Yes, Dad, that’s what I’ve just said.’

      ‘Koylis eh?’

      ‘That was your father’s regiment,’ said Agnes.

      ‘I know,’ said Edith. ‘But what do they want miners for in the infantry? What’re we going to do for coal if all the miners go to war?’

      ‘Worried about your big brother are you?’

      ‘I am, Dad, yes. I hope he hasn’t gone and joined up.’

      ‘Our Tommy? No, he’s only just finished his apprenticeship. He’s on man’s money now.’

      ‘He can be as daft as a brush when he tries, Dad.’

      ‘I know, but he’s still studying for his exams. This is his last year then he’s fully qualified. He’s not that daft, surely.’

      ‘He’s down the pit this week doing some surveying stuff and if the army turn up banging their drums and blowing their bugles, it might set him thinking.’

      ‘No, he’s a bright lad, our Tommy.’

      ‘I hope he’s too bright to have signed on.’

      ‘He won’t have signed on, love.’

      ‘Anyway, I don’t even know what it’s about.’

      Charlie Birch took a spill from the pot on the mantelpiece, lit it from the fire and reignited his pipe. He gave a few puffs on it, enough to envelop his head in smoke as he gathered his thoughts. Edith sniffed it in. She liked the smell of her dad’s pipe, which was just as well.

      He stood up a lot did Charlie. In fact he spent much of his waking time on his feet. At work it was more or less necessary, at home it was to ease the discomfort that came from time to time. At such times he would curse Squinty McBride who had died within seconds of inflicting the accidental wound on his sergeant but in times of buttock discomfort it does no harm to have a genuine target for your venom. ‘A bullet in the buttock is a wound for life,’ was the medical assessment the army surgeon had given him, and you can’t argue with experts.

      ‘I’ll tell you what it’s about, Edith. It’s about a bunch of damned bullies throwin’ other people’s weight about.’

      ‘Right.’

      She knew he’d need time to expand on his theory. She also knew his pipe might well go out again before this happened, but not this time.

      ‘There’s one thing fer sure,’ he said, from somewhere within the blue cloud hovering around his head. ‘It won’t be their own weight they throw about. Never is in a war. It’ll be the little man who gets killed, and at the end of it no bugger’ll be better off.’

      ‘So I take it you won’t be signin’ up.’

      He gave a dry laugh. ‘I wouldn’t sign up again even if I were twenty years younger.’

      ‘I’ve seen women giving white feathers to boys who aren’t in uniform,’ said Edith. ‘It’s to say they must be cowards. Ernie Clayborn came home with one yesterday and he’s barely sixteen. It’s not as though he’s big for his age. Some women need their heads testing.’

      ‘Yer father’s too old,’ called out Agnes. ‘He’s forty-three next. War’s a young man’s game, eighteen to thirty-five, after that they slow down.’

      ‘Will I have to go to war when I’m eighteen, Dad?’ asked Stanley, without looking up from his comic.

      ‘When you’re eighteen, lad, this war’ll be over and done with, and it’s to be hoped them in charge’ll have learned enough sense never to go to war ever again.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re too old, Dad,’ said Stanley.

      ‘Hey, I could give them young ’uns a run fer their money, lad. Any road, I did my bit fighting them damned Boers.’

      ‘He got medals for that,’ said her mother, ‘and he got shot in his bum.’

      ‘We know,’ said Edith, who was grateful her father had never shown her his wound. He obviously had more respect for her than he had for his pals at the Pontefract Working Men’s Club who had all been treated to many a viewing of Charlie Birch’s heroic left buttock. Charlie was a foreman joiner for a local building contractor.

      ‘Any woman shows me a white feather I’ll show her me arse,’ said Charlie, puffing on his pipe.

      ‘Language, Charlie!’ scolded his wife.

      Charlie grinned. ‘Trouble with me is I look young for me age.’

      Edith looked in amazement at her mother who smiled and shook her head. Her daughter also smiled and looked down at her newspaper as her father expounded his unique knowledge of war.

      ‘The last time we were invaded were nearly nine hundred years ago, and that were another King Billy. He conquered England but he never conquered Yorkshire. No, the Yorkshire lads back then took bugger-all notice of him and his foreign ways, and that made him as mad as hell.’ He looked at Edith. ‘Did you ever learn about the harrying of the north at school?’

      She shook her head. ‘Can’t say I did.’

      ‘That’s when old King Billy the Conquerer decided to teach us Yorkshiremen a lesson for not behaving ourselves. He came up with his armies and burnt all the farms and villages but when they got to Pontefract they couldn’t get across the river because our lads had knocked the bridge down. Stopped the buggers in their tracks it did. That’s why it’s called Pontefract – comes from the French for broken bridge.’

      ‘So, what’s this war all about, Dad?’

      ‘This war? I’ll tell yer what this war’s about. It’s to do with a load of damned treaties.’

      ‘Treaties?’

      ‘Yeah. You show me a treaty and I’ll show you an idiot, in fact I’ll show you a bunch of idiots.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘I’ll tell you why. You see, there’s Austria and there’s Hungary who’ve teamed up to form this big empire called the Austro-Hungarian Empire or some such thing, and they’ve got an emperor called Franz Joseph who’s got a useless sod of a nephew called Fernando or Ferdinand or summat who he sends on a visit to Serbia, which is not a friendly country at the best of times. Now yon silly sod gets hisself shot dead swanning about in the back of an open motor car which is probably why his uncle sent him there in the first place if the truth be told.’

      ‘So his uncle wouldn’t be all that bothered that his nephew had been shot?’

      ‘No, not one bit. For a crown prince his nephew was as thick as two short planks. It’s what they do, these kings and emperors. To them, having children’s just a means to an end. Yer see, in this case, apart from getting rid of a useless crown prince it gives Austria and Hungary an excuse to attack the Serbians who they’ve never got on with, and what’s more yon barmy German bugger Kaiser Bill was egging ’em on saying he’d help out, as and when necessary. He’s been busting for a fight for years. Cut from the same cloth that lot.

      ‘Anyway, what they weren’t bargaining on was that Serbia has this treaty with Russia, who go to help Serbia, and this is where it really kicks off, because Germany attacks Russia.

      ‘So now yer’ve got…’ Charlie used the strong, gnarled fingers of his left hand to count countries, one by one… ‘yer’ve got Austria, Hungary, Serbia, Germany and Russia’ he was now holding up all five fingers, ‘all at it like silly sods, then bugger me, but it turns out Russia has a treaty with France who wake up one morning to find they’re at war with half of Europe. Are yer getting me drift, Edith?’

      ‘Sounds like a load o’ daft lads ganging up on each other because they’ve nowt better to do. Not sure how we come into it, though.’

      ‘Belgium, that how we come into it.’

      ‘How does Belgium come into it?’

      ‘Because we have a treaty with Belgium, so when Germany invade Belgium so they can get to northern France it brings us into the war.’

      ‘Why would we need a treaty with Belgium?’

      ‘No idea, love. Bugger Belgium, that’s what I say. Lerrem all get on with it. We’re an island. Best country in the world and we’ve got the world’s best navy to protect us. Why should we send our lads ter get killed? War’s a lot different now from when I fought in South Africa. This war’ll be mechanised. Great big guns that can fire massive shells five miles, machine guns that can fire a thousand bullets a minute. They can drop bombs from aeroplanes and they’ve bombs they can just throw at each other. Wars used to be about cunning and strategy and bravery, this war’ll be all loud noise, misery and hellfire. You mark my words. It’ll be industrialised killing.’

      ‘There must be more to it than you just said, Dad, surely to goodness.’

      ‘That’s the trouble, love, there isn’t any more to it, except that Kaiser Bill’s been busting to throw his weight about Europe for years and he took advantage of Austria to make a start. If it wasn’t for that big silly sod there’d be no war.’

      ‘It can’t be right that one man can cause so much misery.’

      ‘If that man’s a German he can, and unless they wipe Germany off the map there’ll be another war comes along. It’s in their blood.’

      ‘So there is a good reason for going to war – to wipe Germany out.’

      ‘Yes, love, but our lot won’t do that because when the war’s over you get politicians taking over, and it’ll be easier for them to make Germany pay for the damage, then leave them alone. It’s a major job taking over a country that doesn’t speak your language.’

      ‘Supposing Germany wins. Will they do the same?’

      ‘Not the Germans, love. They’ll occupy every country and make us speak their flaming language even if it’s at the point of a gun.’

      ‘So it is a war worth winning.’

      ‘Oh, it’s a war worth winning all right but there’s no need for us to be in it. This war’ll be a right bugger. There’ll be no honour in this war. Nowt’ll come of it, other than pain, poverty, misery and death. Wars cost money and we live in a world that doesn’t have much money.’

      ‘So, why did you become a soldier?’

      His pipe tilted upwards as he smiled. ‘I could say it was travel and adventure. A young man in my position had only one way to see the world and that was to join the army or the navy. I joined up when I was twenty-five and got posted to South Africa. A year later we were at war with the Boers.’ He looked at Edith and grinned. ‘Hey, nothing to do with me – I didn’t start it. Last year of the century that was.’

      ‘So, you were already married to Mam when you joined up to see the world?’

      ‘Well, there was actually a bit more than that to it, love. Our Tommy was four, you’d arrived, times were hard in the building trade. I kept getting laid off work as a joiner – I spent as much time laid off work as I did working. The army was a regular job and we were allocated married quarters straight away. When I got posted most of me money came straight home to yer mam. I signed on fer three years, after which was when the war finished, more or less.’

      ‘Was I here then?’ asked Stanley.

      ‘Nay, lad,’ said his father. ‘You took us by surprise a bit later on.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Stanley.

      ‘It was a pleasant surprise,’ said his mother, quickly. ‘Yer father spent ten months over there after the war, working at a diamond mine.’

      ‘What? You worked down a diamond mine?’

      Charlie laughed. ‘No, yer wouldn’t get me down one o’ them holes. I helped to build accommodation blocks for the workers.’

      ‘He was the boss,’ added Agnes. ‘Weren’t you, Charlie?’

      ‘Well there was a bit of a shortage of men who knew what they were doing out there, and with me being an apprentice-served joiner they put me in charge. Great money, and I was back to doing a job I was trained for. Stood me in good stead when I came home.’

      ‘So, you didn’t see us for nearly four years?’ said Edith.

      ‘Well, I came home for recuperation when I got shot, then I went back after three months and came home once the war were finished. We moved to a rented house and I went back to Africa to do the building job. The money was enough to put a decent deposit down on this place and make a few improvements to it.’

      It was an end-of-terrace house and Charlie had spent some of his money knocking the wall through from the scullery to the outside lavatory, providing an inside bathroom. It was the only house in the row with such facilities.

      ‘I’d have taken you three with me but it was a rough old place where I was working. Grand weather, though.’

      Her mother added, ‘It’s easier to stand your husband being away from home when you know he’s in no danger.’

      ‘But you were glad to get me back for good, weren’t you?’

      ‘Aye, I suppose I was.’

      He caught her eye. Edith looked up at them both and saw the mutual but silent love there, and she wondered if she’d ever know such love. She was fifteen and had never had a proper boyfriend unless you counted Tinley Bateson who once kissed her in Pontefract Park, but she hadn’t kissed him back so it didn’t count. She’d set her sights a lot higher than Tiny Tinley Bateson who was a bit vulgar, barely five feet two tall and a butcher’s delivery boy who showed no promise of ever bettering himself. Her brother Tommy was her yardstick when choosing a boyfriend. Trouble was, there weren’t too many lads around who could match Tommy, not that she’d ever tell him that.

      The clock on the mantelpiece chimed six o’clock which meant it was twenty to six. It was a family tradition to keep it twenty minutes fast to ensure good time-keeping. This made no sense to Edith or Stanley but it wasn’t their clock so they didn’t argue.

      ‘Tommy’s late,’ said Edith.

      ‘He told me he was meeting Rita straight from work,’ said her mother. ‘They’re going to that new picture palace in Knottingley.’

      ‘What’s he gone to see?’

      ‘Oh it’s a cowboy picture, but Tommy’s really gone to see them funny pictures that’s on with it. He likes that little tramp feller with his bowler hat and moustache and walks with his feet at ten to two.’

      ‘Charlie Chaplin?’

      ‘That’s him. Our Tommy thinks he’s ever so funny. Never seen him myself. I think it’s magic the way they have them photos moving about as if they’re alive.’

      ‘Next thing you know they’ll have ’em talking,’ said Charlie, still puffing away on his pipe. ‘You mark my words.’

      ‘Don’t talk so daft, Dad. How can they do that?’

      ‘Well they’ve got them phonograph things. Stands to reason if you ask me.’

      ‘Blimey, Dad!’ said Stanley. ‘Talking photos. Did you hear that, Mam?’

      ‘Nowt your dad says surprises me, love. Right, it’s sausage and mash for tea. Extra sausage, with Tommy not being here. Who wants peas?’
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