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DEDICATION

… my thoughts return to you who were my comrades, the stubborn and indomitable peasants of Nepal. Once more I hear the laughter with which you greeted every hardship. Once more I see you in your bivouacs or about your camp fires, on forced march or in the trenches, now shivering with wet and cold, now scorched by a pitiless and burning sun. Uncomplaining you endure hunger and thirst and wounds; and at the last your unwavering lines disappear into the smoke and wrath of battle. Bravest of the brave, most generous of the generous …

From the Foreword to A Comparative and Etymological Dictionary of the Nepali Language by R. L. Turner
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PUBLISHERS NOTE

Due to the historical nature of this memoir, some of the language and ideas may be offensive to the modern reader. To preserve the integrity of the text, we have retained this content in its original form.



FOREWORD

This is a factual story, but not a history. Please do not pounce on me with scorn if it turns out there were seven, not eight, platoons of Tochi Scouts on the Iblanke that night of May 11th-12th, 1937. For the purpose of this book, it does not matter. That purpose is to tell the story of how a schoolboy became a professional soldier of the old Indian Army. This is also the tale of a race against time, for the Second World War is beginning as this story ends.

In the course of the story I hope to have given an idea of what India was like in those last twilit days of the Indian Empire, and something more than a tourist’s view of some of the people who lived there.



The drawings at the beginnings of the chapters, by Lieutenant-Colonel C. G. Borrowman, are reproduced from A History of the 4th Prince of Wales’s Own Gurkha Rifles by permission of the Trustees of the 4th Gurkha Rifles Private Fund.
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CHAPTER ONE

At five o’clock on February 24th, 1935, snow was falling in thick flurries. The snow blew gustily across the middle air so that I could not always see the men and horses and mules and guns tramping into the hollow eight hundred feet below. Nor could they see me.

Now if the Pathan tribesmen of this part of the NorthWest Frontier of India decided to attack our little hill-top, their running knifemen could be in among us and out again before I could get a message down to the howitzers and machine-guns that stood ready to support me. The gunners down there were nearly as cold and miserable as I was. On the way up I had passed them, hunched round their guns, blowing on their fingernails and cursing steadily. The barrels pointed just to right, left, and over my position.

In the thick holly-oak scrub on my hill-top I could hardly see the men of my platoon either. We had levered big stones out of the soil with frozen hands, and built a sangar, a circular chest-high bullet-proof wall. We had cut tough and spiny branches with bayonets and cleared a field of vision. Conditions might have been worse, but I don’t know how.

My father had told me about the Frontier, and I had expected this winter cold and sleet. So had some of the soldiers, but I could almost feel around me the peevish disillusionment of the younger men. Their Hollywood-inspired visions of Maharajahs, snake-charmers, and sinuous dancers had long faded, but they still had an ineradicable feeling that India ought to be hot—ceaselessly, blindingly hot. Private Welman picked up a handful of snow and stared at it resentfully. It was real; the temperature was eighteen degrees above zero.

In the morning it had been fine but cloudy. The sun shone between light showers, the air felt unnaturally balmy for our height of six thousand feet above sea level, and the soldiers sang as they marched along the hard road. When we turned right up the Sre Mela Valley the showers became heavier, colder, and more frequent. Soon we were soaked through everything we wore—dark brown woollen shirts under coarse jerseys, knee-length shorts of khaki drill, long, footless stockings called hosetops, woollen socks, short puttees, nailed boots. In the infantry we did not wear raincoats or capes because they make it difficult to handle weapons, and in Waziristan men who were not always and instantly ready to fight for their lives were unlikely to reach old age.

About two o’clock the rain changed to a merciless sleet; a bitter north wind drove up the valley, and our clothes froze on us into wet boards. It began to snow.

I had found this bad enough, but still not actually intolerable. When a man is expending physical energy in moving, when he is just twenty, when the lonely stars of a second lieutenant still feel warm on his shoulders, any discomfort but the worst seems trivial.

But now, on our hill, we had it—the very worst. When I had forded the bleak Sre Mela torrent for the fifteenth and last time and stepped out at the head of my platoon into the hollow where the brigade was going to camp, I had said to myself, ‘Here we are at last.’ All our minds were one, all wrapped luxuriously in the same dreams—dry clothes, a fire, food, hot drinks. But my company commander was waiting there at the far bank of the stream. He had ordered me to take the platoon at once up to the peak he pointed out, build a sangar, clear the scrub, and guard the hill-top till relieved. He did not know when that would be.

The evening advanced; the wind slashed deeper. One officer, one sergeant, three corporals, four lance-corporals and sixteen private soldiers of No. 7 Platoon, B Company, 1st Battalion, the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry grew more paralysed with misery. The soldiers did not talk much. We had had nothing to eat since an early breakfast, and I had forbidden them to touch their emergency rations in case we had to stay up there all night. Gnawing hunger blended now with frozen clothes, aching hands, and stabbing winds to form the very pattern of utter dejection.

Private Welman, a small man with a battered face, muttered, ‘I feels like ten men …’

The cold had deranged my sense of humour. I turned to snap at him to be quiet. He went on with a broad and snow-swept smile. ‘Yessir! Nine dead and one in ’ospital.’

There was no sunset, but as the greyness darkened to blackness the relieving platoon struggled up the steep hill. I hurriedly explained the position to its commander—the arcs of fire, the danger spots, all dim in the driving snow—and quickly took my men down the hill into camp. There was some relief now. At least I could thank God that it was not we who were to spend the night unsheltered on that dreadful summit.

In the hollow the constant movement of men and animals had churned the ground into mud six to twelve inches deep. The brigade was travelling light. There were few tents, and those only for special purposes such as hospitals, cookhouses, and messes. Many mules had stumbled in the fords, and most of the greatcoats and blankets were cold and soggy. But we were infantrymen, after all, and somehow we had lit fires, and all about the sparks towered up against the falling snow. As we officers finished seeing to our companies and platoons, we gathered round the leaping blaze outside the mess tent. My spare set of clothes was in my pack and fairly dry. Garment by garment, I stripped naked in the snow, the wet greatcoat draped over my shoulders, and put on the dry clothes, and then stood in front of the fire to toast the wet ones. Clouds of steam rose, and the smell of burning as some impatient officer burned a hole in his trousers or shirt. Moderately warm and dry at last, we crowded into the mess tent, huddled round the rickety ridge-pole, and waited like so many starving rooks for food.

When an Indian cook, a khansamah, is given modern equipment, comfort, and an ordered routine of meals, his performance varies from good to poisonous. But set him down in a howling wilderness of rock and thorn, in the open, hunched over a tiny fire built between two stones, with rain or snow falling, and he comes up with a miracle as surprising as, and far more satisfying than, the rope trick.

It was so this night. After a bowl of hot corned-beef stew followed by suet pudding and treacle, I felt almost human again and went paddling out to find my bed. The thin beam of my flashlight shone on mud and snow and more mud—and, spread out there in the middle of nothingness, one shiny wet groundsheet, one sopping blanket. That was it—my bed. After a long look and a hard try, I decided I could not face it and went off to find someone ready to talk all night.

A small fire hissed in the snow twenty yards off, and by its light I saw the lean and perky little company sergeantmajor sitting on an ammunition box. Files of men shuffled past in silhouette between the fire and me; each man paused, held out a mug, lifted it, jerked his head, shuffled on. The sergeant-major was issuing the rum ration. I went over to join him. He had plenty of service. He knew everything. He muttered, ‘Lot of men in this company are teetotallers. Had a talk with the brigade supply sergeant, pal of mine. Won some extra bottles.’ He took a swig from the jorum of red-hot sweet cocoa beside him and offered me his mug.

The last of the company filed away, smacking their lips. The sergeant-major said, ‘See those last four men? This is their third time round. Now it’s our turn.’ He invited me to share his ammunition box.

The snow piled more thickly on the ludicrous sola topis we both wore—because we were in that very hot country, India. Rum, cocoa, and anecdotes passed from the sergeant-major to me to the quartermaster-sergeant, who had come to join us. I told them about the Royal Military College; the sergeant-major told us about Chelsea, where his home was. Officers, N.C.O.s, and soldiers passed, the hours passed, and suddenly there was no more rum.

I went back to my ‘bed.’ It looked very cosy now. Like every other soldier there that night, I lay down fully dressed—boots, socks, greatcoat, and all—on a groundsheet in the mud, rolled myself into a wet blanket, my nose sticking out of a woollen balaclava hat, and went to sleep. In the morning I awoke with clean new snow inches thick on my blanket and had to scrabble about in the snow to find my topi.

I had little idea at that time why we were all there on the edge of the Sham Plain in central Waziristan. A ‘column’ had been ordered, and off we went, half fearing and half hoping that someone would shoot at us. Doubtless the general knew why a column had to go to the Sham Plain, but he had not told me. Doubtless someone knew why the tall, loosely knit men of these hills, the Pathans, were said to be always eager to shoot at us but I did not. I was a new, shiny, but altogether insignificant cog in an enormously mysterious machine called the Government of India. The machine was churning up a barren piece of earth in a snowstorm. I was not comfortable.

But there was a purpose behind our exercise, and I decided to find out what it was. I’d never become a good officer if I just lived in the present and obeyed orders. As my life was to revolve around the Frontier for the next five years, I had better describe it and tell you something of what I now began to learn.

As the conquering British, more than a hundred years ago, moved diagonally north-westward across India from their original trading-posts in Surat, Calcutta, and Madras, they eventually reached the mountains that separate the subcontinent from Afghanistan. These mountains extend four hundred miles from the Khyber Pass in the north to the Bolan Pass in the deserts of Baluchistan to the south. They are raw and bare, and a proudly independent people live in them. These people, Semitic in origin, Moslem in religion, Pushtu in speech, are the Pathans. (The name is pronounced ‘P’tahn,’ except by British soldiers, who use ‘Paythan.’)

The Pathans, subdivided into various tribes, live astride the Indo-Afghan border, which runs roughly down the middle of the mountain chain. Not only do different members of the same tribe live on opposite sides of the international boundary, but the same family or sub-tribe may own winter fields on the Indian side and summer grazing on the Afghan side. In all historical time the Pathans have kept themselves alive by a combination of nomad life, half-hearted tillage of the barren earth, armed raids into the settled farmlands of the plains, and levying tolls on the commercial traffic that must use the few routes through their hills. The principal routes are via the Kabul River, the Khyber Pass, the Kurram River, the Tochi River, the Gomal River, and the Bolan Pass.

Well armed, owning no king or central authority, loosely organized into soviets of tribes, sub-tribes, and families, fanatically adhering to the Moslem law, addicted to blood feuds and vendettas, the Pathans gave the oncoming British serious pause. And in addition the Indian and Afghan Governments could not for a long time agree on the international boundary and thus make it possible even to define responsibilities.

There seemed to be two possible solutions to this nightmare problem. The Government of India could push its powers right up to some putative boundary, disarm the tribesmen on its own side, and introduce full-scale administration as it was known throughout the rest of India—the law, the lawyers, the taxes, the police, and the rest, all entirely alien to Pathan tradition and spirit.

This solution would have left the tribesmen on the Indian side of the boundary at the mercy of their still armed cousins across the Afghan border; the Afghan Government has not for centuries been strong enough to disarm its tribes even if it wanted to. The Government of India would thus have had to keep a large army in this inhospitable border country, first to keep order among its Pathans and, second, to protect those same Pathans against the Afghans. The task of disarming the tribes might have cost about twenty thousand lives and taken ten years of all-out campaigning.

The second possible solution was for the Government of India to wash its hands of the whole area, retire to the settled agricultural line of the River Indus, and let the tribesmen rule themselves according to their old traditions. But the tribes could not exist without their periodic raids into the farmlands, so this solution would have led, again, to a large standing army and annual punitive operations. It would also have left in the unreliable hands of the tribes those few and vital passes through which ‘A Foreign Power’—which meant Russia—must advance if it was to attack India.

Since the Government of India was, until 1947, entirely controlled by the British it is hardly necessary to say that a third or compromise solution was adopted. The Government actually administered the country as far as a line known as the Administrative Border. West of this, in a belt varying from ten to a hundred miles in width, was Tribal Territory. Here the Pathans could govern themselves as they pleased, provided they did not raid into Afghanistan or into the settled Indian districts.

To enable punishment to be meted out quickly if the Pathans broke the rules, and to hold the strategic passes, the Government built forts and stationed soldiers at a few places of particular importance inside Tribal Territory. It also built roads linking the forts and decreed that Pax Britannica should apply on the roads and for a hundred yards on each side of them. A man with a blood feud on his head would build a tunnel from his house to the road so that he could take the air there in safety under the eyes of his armed enemy, and when he had had enough fresh air he would crawl back down the tunnel to his fortress-house.

Finally, the glint of steel was tactfully hidden behind the glitter of gold. The Government gave the tribal heads large annual allowances, but these could be withheld at the discretion of the resident British political officers, and were dependent on the good behaviour of the tribe.

The Government also tried to remove the conditions that made the Pathan such an awkward element in the Indian pattern. Its efforts never met with much success. Consent is part of democracy, and it was neither easy nor, perhaps, right to force the Pathans to attend school, give up vendettas, and become peaceful farmers, when the old bloodthirsty ways constituted for them life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The Pathans preferred to keep to the ancient traditions and take the consequences; that is, to be left in peace—to fight.

Razmak, whence we had marched out on this column a few days earlier, was the largest of the garrisons in Tribal Territory. Here, on a plateau six thousand five hundred feet above sea level, secluded behind a triple circle of barbed wire and arc lights, had sprung up an unnatural town with a population of ten thousand men and three thousand mules. It bristled with guns, armoured cars, and all the panoply of war; but its inhabitants spent their time waiting for something to happen.

The political officers would have liked us to stay behind our barbed wire for ever. All Pathans are at all times in need of rifles and ammunition to carry on their private wars and blood feuds. The temptation to steal them from us was great, and the easiest way to get a soldier’s rifle was to shoot the soldier when he was on training manœuvres. On the other hand, the generals knew that the soldiers would go mad if they were cooped up for two years on end in this monastic wilderness. They therefore insisted that we be allowed to take periodic walks through the countryside to admire the views, smell the rare flowers, and keep fit.

Another compromise was reached. Once every two or three months the politicals thought hard, and went on thinking until they had thought of a headman whom they suspected of intrigue or harbouring outlaws or hatching embarrassments to the Afghan Government, and in whose back yard a display of force might therefore be salutary. Then we got ready. Leaving two of its six battalions in Razmak to guard the fort, the brigade gathered its guns and paraphernalia and marched out of the main gate to spend a week or ten days stamping noisily around in the suspected headman’s section of country. Then it marched home again. This excursion was called a column because it usually was just that—a double string of men and animals defiling down the narrow valleys and stony passes.

In reasonable weather columns were healthful and rather romantic. We burst out of imprisonment and rampaged up and down the mountains, playing at being scouts and soldiers, but there was always the sense-sharpening chance of a sudden storm of bullets, a rush of knifemen, a bloody hand-to-hand struggle. It was a game—but we never pulled the trigger on one another, as we would have done in similar mock battles in England, because here every weapon was loaded with ball.

At evening, the day’s march done and the stone wall built, we sat, sweat-stained, around the cookers and smoked and drank strong tea. At night as we made our rounds of duty the stars gleamed on the bayonets of the silent sentries along the wall. At dawn we awoke to the shrill, sweet call of the mountain artillery trumpets blowing a long reveille. The call seemed to last a golden age while I huddled deeper into my blanket and embraced my returning senses.

At the time of this February column I had been with the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry for over four months. Two months before that I had been a cadet at Sandhurst. I was floundering about still, like a blind puppy, in a new life and a forgotten country, and was not at all used to being an officer, though the days were past when I had stood helplessly facing my first command, overcome with self-consciousness, while the amazed soldiers laughed openly at me. I had found that I could not open my mouth to give an order, not even ‘Dismiss.’ The soldiers said loudly to one another, ‘Cor, look at ’im,’ and, ‘’E’s a funny-looking little officer, innee?’ From behind the rear rank, Sergeant Broadhurst snapped at them until they, secretly as embarrassed as I, fell silent. I pulled myself together at last, with an enormous effort of will, and gave the command ‘Attention!’ Then I told them what they didn’t need telling—that I was very new. I asked them to help me not to make an ass of myself again, and dismissed them.

For a few hours after that I had longed to be on the staff instead of with a regiment. The staff dealt with paper and problems, not people—I thought. Paper would not laugh at me. Problems would not snicker at me. The platoon was a good one, though, and on the whole the men had nothing against me. I did not disgrace myself again in that way, and they never, by word or look, reminded me of the incident.

Sergeant Broadhurst, in particular, stood by me at another moment that still causes me the most acute shame whenever I look back on it. First parade—physical training—was ordered that day for seven a.m. When I arrived at a few minutes before seven, I found the platoon assembled and ready to go. It was cold, and in the ranks the men were shivering and dancing up and down to keep warm. I was only the second-in-command of the platoon at that time, under instruction from a senior lieutenant, who was the commander. Punctually at seven I said to Broadhurst, ‘March off, Sergeant. To the aerodrome, at the double.’

Broadhurst asked doubtfully whether we hadn’t better wait for the platoon commander, who had not turned up. Unversed in the ways of the army, I said, ‘No, march off. The men are cold.’ We doubled off.

Three or four minutes later the platoon commander, who had about fourteen years of service, appeared. He was in a towering rage. He rushed straight up to Broadhurst and asked him furiously what the bloody hell he meant by marching off without his, the lieutenant’s, permission.

Broadhurst said, ‘I’m sorry, sir.’

My feet wouldn’t move. My mouth wouldn’t open. I made a gigantic effort and said, ‘Sir——’ But the lieutenant had given Broadhurst a final blast and taken command. I looked at Broadhurst, but he was busy. After parade I apologized to him, but I never explained to the lieutenant. Broadhurst told me the incident wasn’t worth worrying about.

Does this seem a small crime to remember all one’s life? I don’t think so. It was the worst thing that I ever did in the army, because in it I showed cowardice and disloyalty. The only excuses I could find for myself were that it happened quickly and that I was very young. It had a result, though. I had been frightened of the lieutenant, frightened of being reprimanded, frightened of failure even in the smallest endeavour. I discovered now that being ashamed of yourself is worse than any fear. Duty, orders, loyalty, obedience—all things boiled down to one simple idea: whatever the consequences, a man must act so that he can live with himself.

But I can live with the memory of my first day in the aweinspiring and gloomy splendour of an officers’ mess. It was in Bareilly, and I was still nineteen. I sat down to tea at the polished table and cautiously admired a large fruit cake in front of me. After licking my lips for five minutes, I screwed up my courage and asked the captain next to me whether I might be allowed to have some cake. He turned, looked at me with an indescribable expression of scorn and astonishment, and said coldly, ‘Yes. That’s a mess cake. You’re not at your prep school now.’

Christmas came. I had ceased to be nineteen, and on Christmas Day it was my turn to be orderly officer. On this day my duties included following the colonel, the second-in-command, and the adjutant round every mess hall in the battalion—seven of them—and, in each mess, drinking toasts from half-tumblers of whisky thinly diluted with fizzy lemonade. The British soldiers, far from home and families, tried to forget their exile in a riot of snowballing, singing, and drinking. The sergeants waited on them at table.

After a couple of hours our bedraggled and hardly conscious convoy reached the officers’ mess and sat down, without hunger, before an enormous Christmas dinner. The lieutenant at the head of the table suddenly remembered that this day was traditionally a topsy-turvy one for rank and discipline. He picked a leg of turkey off his plate and flung it accurately at the officer sitting at the other end, who happened to be a senior major. The colonel smiled, but after all he was no longer in his twenties. He collected the majors with his eye and left us. As the field officers crept silently out the air grew thick with flying potatoes, pudding, turkey, gravy, and oranges.

I watched in amazement. If we had behaved like this at the Royal Military College we would have been rusticated on the spot and told we were quite unfit to be officers. Apparently when one actually became an officer the rules were different. Amazement gave place to loneliness and a despair born of all those toasts, for I was not at all used to drinking. I have tried so hard to be an officer, I thought tearfully. I want so much to be treated as one of this family. But no one is throwing anything at me. They haven’t forgiven me about the cake yet.

Then—oh, ecstasy!—hard fingers were rubbing brandy butter into my hair and stuffing Christmas pudding into my ears. I was forgiven, accepted! I flung myself with abandon into the riot, and the steaming rum punch flew faster round the table, and the snow fell thicker outside the windows.

When all our fiendish energy had at last been spent, and we were preparing to go and clean ourselves, someone heard a faint muttering from the floor. We knelt and looked under the wide table. We saw two doctors, both medical majors, lying comfortably on their sides, their heads pillowed on cushions. A bottle of brandy stood between them and they were arguing in an involved way about horse-breeding, for they were, of course, like most army doctors, Irishmen. They must have been there for hours and no one knew how or when they had arrived. We sent another bottle of brandy down to them, with the compliments of the regiment, and trooped out into the snow.

I looked on this regiment with mixed feelings. I was in it but not of it, for I was attached to it only for this first year of my service. It was older than any regiment of the Indian Army and carried its traditional glories easily and without offensive snobbery. Some British regiments treated their attached Indian Army subalterns like dirt. One even made them sit at a separate table in mess. (Those poor fellows spent a miserable year, but obtained revenge the night the regiment had the local general as a guest of honour. The general, seated at the colonel’s right at the main table, asked in a whisper who the young men in exile were. The colonel said, ‘Oh, those are Indian Army people.’ The general said, ‘What a coincidence! So am I!’ and joined them.)

These references to the ‘British Army’ and the ‘Indian Army’ need explanation, for the difference between the two was a fundamental factor in the social and military life of imperial India. There were two distinct bodies of armed soldiers in India at that time: first, large detachments of the British Army; and second, the whole of the Indian Army. Of the British Army there were some forty-eight battalions of infantry, four regiments of cavalry, and a host of artillery. These were British throughout. The Indian Army was about three times the size of the British forces in the country; soldiers and N.C.O.s were Indians, while the officer corps, still mainly British, was gradually being nationalized by the commissioning of Indians. The whole establishment, British and Indian together, was known as the Army in India, and was ruled by a commander-in-chief selected alternately from the British and Indian Armies. The country’s military problems were roughly but not fixedly apportioned between the two elements, so that the good-humoured and impartial British soldier was used to keep the peace against race riots, religious disorders, and political uprisings, while the hardy and frugal Indian soldier defended the frontiers. Both armies also trained for major war.

The 1st Battalion of the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry was, in the year I spent with it, serving as one of the few British battalions on the North-West Frontier. That was why I had applied to do my attachment with this battalion, for I hoped, nervously, to hear shots fired in anger, and I wanted the opportunity to meet various regiments of the Indian Army and decide which to apply for. The former wish was not gratified. No one started a battle throughout my year in Razmak. As to the latter, I made up my mind within a few weeks. In Razmak we had Rajputana Rifles and Punjabis and Dogras, and on column I had seen Sikhs and Mahratta Light Infantry; but from the beginning, whatever I was supposed to be doing with my platoon of Englishmen, at least half of me was engaged in watching the slant-eyed men of the two Gurkha Rifle battalions then in Razmak. They were small and cheerful and they had the air of so many gambolling bull-pups—ugly, independent, good-humoured. I was determined to go to Gurkhas.

Meanwhile the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry laboured to teach me the basic techniques of my profession and something of the intangibles which, they seemed to believe, held men together in time of stress, whatever those men’s colour or creed. I played football and ran crosscountry with my platoon. I inspected its smelly feet and noisome socks and sat up late listening to its involved stories of domestic betrayal. I congratulated it, admonished it, put it under arrest, and admired its snapshots. With it I patrolled the walls behind the arc lights and the barbed wire. I went on columns with it and with it joined in the universal speculation—was there a woman in Razmak?

There was not supposed to be, since only tribal women were allowed west of Bannu, seventy-three miles down the road, and no female at all was allowed inside the fort. There was nevertheless an obstinate tradition that the Indian postmaster of Razmak had his daughter with him, disguised as a boy. We spent a lot of time examining the environs of the post office, but no one ever saw ‘her.’ We knew that a more definite attempt to break into our sanctuary had ended in failure. That was when a globe-trotting peeress had cut off her hair, dressed herself in trousers and a sheepskin coat, and driven out of Bannu in a snowstorm to try to reach Razmak. She was discovered nineteen miles short of her goal, at Dosalli, and Razmak’s monasticity was preserved.

I found to my surprise that the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry thought rifles were for firing, not just for drill. The soldiers had to use oil on them and any attempt to burn them clean with methylated spirits, as we had done at Sandhurst, would have ended in a court martial. I spent weeks on the rifle range, supervising the training of soldiers in marksmanship, though I was a very poor shot myself. I sat for hours in magazines and quartermaster stores, counting ammunition and entering rows of figures in ledgers, without knowing what I was doing, or why. I unlearned my Sandhurst drill and learned a new type, light-infantry drill, where all movements were executed with extreme speed and a minimum of orders. I attended courts martial ‘under instruction’—the crimes were never very serious, but we scanned the Manual of Military Law and the Rules of Evidence as though a life depended on our diligence.

Yet Razmak was an unlovely place, and it was not really a pleasant life that we lived there. Its only value to me was that it introduced me to the Frontier, which, unless there was a major war, would be the core of my Indian Army career. Even so, I would probably have done better to spend my attachment with a battalion in Central India, or even in the dreamy damp of Madras, for at least I would have got to know something of India. The Frontier was a betwixt-and-between place, part India, part Central Asia, just as I was a betwixt-and-between young man, serving with the British Army but intended for the Indian Army.

The Razmak barracks were low and made of stone and stood in straight lines inside a low stone wall three or four miles long that surrounded the whole fortress. At intervals of six or seven feet along the wall there were stones to give men head cover. Beyond the wall stood a row of electric lights on tall posts, and, just beyond the lights, three double aprons of barbed wire. Beyond the wire the tilted plateau sloped away to jagged mountains, and across the plateau tribesmen strode slowly with the full, free lilt of their kind, leading their camels behind them. We watched enviously from the safe imprisonment of the wall and the wire. In winter snow fell and in summer the sun burned the arid slopes. It was a good place for cafard, but no one committed suicide. However, a fine red setter belonging to a lance-corporal in my platoon got rabies. We shot the dog and the doctor gave the lance-corporal an anti-rabies injection. That was routine, but after a week the lance-corporal sickened, became paralysed, and, six months later, died.

Only in the mess was there any escape from the all-pervading sense of imprisonment. There Major Tom beamed kindly at us through his monocle, puzzled but patient in a world where all gentlemen were not sensitive enough to get their bootlaces at Peal’s, where most officers of the 32nd no longer had at least a thousand pounds a year of private means—as things used to be when he took his platoon into the fires of Mons.

In the mess lived an echo from silver trumpets of the past. There impressions of light and tone were muted and wavering as in a cathedral under the sea. At dinner the Colours, cased and capped and crossed, stood like huge black rockets against the wall behind the president. On guest nights they were unfurled and lit the room with the embroidered battle honours of two hundred years. In their silken richness I saw all that glory, and all those muskets buried in the mud of forgotten fields, and all those men—my uncle’s generation, Major Tom’s young friends—who had died, broken, on barbed wire.

This regiment had a long association with India. As the 32nd Foot, it had held the residency at Lucknow through the famous siege of 1857, during the Mutiny. When the walls crumbled, the mess silver, crated, was used to plug the gaps. At dinner we now ate off some of that silver; the rest, the pieces that had been twisted by enemy fire, hung in glass cases on the wall. Among them was a soup tureen with a hole in it where a musket ball had entered—and dents where the ball had ricocheted round and round—and the leaden musket ball itself. A little farther along hung a long row of bronze medals, each with a short piece of dull crimson ribbon. These were the Victoria Crosses won by men of the 32nd at Lucknow. So, in the glow of the Lucknow silver and the self-effacing sheen of the Lucknow Crosses, we laughed and talked and quarrelled and felt ourselves lapped in the warm continuity of tradition—a tradition that reached years farther back than 1857. On parade every man of the regiment wore a single red feather in the front of his pith helmet. The light company of the other battalion of the regiment had taken part in a successful night attack on the Americans at Paoli on September 20th, 1777. The Americans vowed vengeance, and, in order that they should know who had done the deed, the light company stained red the white feathers they used to wear in their hats—and ever since then the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry has worn a red feather or a red patch behind the cap badge.

I learned another lesson in that mess too. It was after a guest night in the summer, sitting outside with the adjutant, Richard Burbury, that I brought myself to complain about what I regarded as stupidity and unfairness in another officer. The adjutant was a fierce disciplinarian, but I liked and admired him. When I had finished speaking I thought for a moment that he was going to use his rank and position and blast me for daring to speak to him on such a subject. I curled up inside, ready to hate him and all of them. I was truly upset about what was happening, and I had asked him because I didn’t know what to do. Also, it was not for myself that I had spoken but because I thought the officer was doing harm to the company and the regiment.

Burbury relaxed suddenly and ordered drinks. When the mess waiter had brought them, and we were again alone on the veranda, he said, ‘Do you think you’re being disloyal?’

I said, ‘No.’

Burbury said, ‘But you are.’ He smiled at me, and I, in my turn, relaxed. I had wanted for a long time to be able to ask questions about loyalty, duty, and obedience, and have them answered by someone who would not snap my head off. Eagerly I explained my position.

Burbury said, ‘Loyalty means backing up a man even when he’s in the wrong. Even if he’s stupid and inefficient. That’s why it’s so hard to be loyal. It’s no boast to say you’re loyal to Phil, is it?’

I had to agree. J. C. Phillippo, my company commander, was kind, efficient, generous, and understanding. I never heard of anyone of any rank who wasn’t a better man for his association with Phil.

But I couldn’t agree with Burbury’s argument. I said, ‘What about loyalty to the men, though?’ I said that to be loyal to the man we were talking about meant being disloyal to the soldiers, for he was a bad officer.

Burbury said, ‘That’s the hardest of all. Look, suppose you have a corporal in your platoon. What would you think of a private who started to tell you that the corporal secretly did this and that, and had lied to you on such-and-such an occasion, and he, the private, could prove it, and so on?’

I said unhesitatingly that I wouldn’t want to hear what the private said.

‘Why?’ Burbury added quickly.

‘Because it’s sneaking,’ I said; then flushed, and quickly amended ‘sneaking’ to ‘a dirty trick.’ ‘Sneak’ was a schoolboy word, and I hadn’t forgotten the incident of the cake. I added, ‘I’d rather find out about the corporal myself.’

‘Exactly,’ Burbury said.

We stayed there drinking and chatting for some time longer, while I wrestled with my doubts. Loyalty was going to be a difficult subject. I agreed with what Burbury had said—indeed, he had hoist me with my own opinions—but I was left with an underlying unease. What if seniors were blind? There were some kinds of neglect and doubledealing that only the juniors, the toads under the harrow, could know about. How much did the man underneath have to put up with, on his own behalf and on behalf of those under him again, before his complaint changed from ‘disloyalty’ to ‘public service’?

I saw no answer at that time. I am sure that if I had pressed the point Burbury would have told me what I found out for myself in due course: that a man must act by his lights and take the consequences, good or bad.

This talk with Burbury was a source of secret comfort to me a few nights later when my moment of tribulation fell upon me. A serious group of young inquisitors suddenly met me as I was going in to dinner and told me to join them in the ante-room after the meal. I asked Robin Hodson what it was all about. He said grimly, ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

I looked at him in astonishment. Robin was my friend, and a most straightforward man. Yet I ought to have known, because it had all happened before. For the moment he hated me. I had done something terrible. I wished I knew what it was. … My code has never been quite the same as anyone else’s. I ate my dinner in miserable anticipation and went to the ante-room.

All the subalterns of the regiment were there. They told me I had behaved badly at a cricket match in Tank, some hundred miles away, where a political agent and his wife lived. To be more precise, I had behaved badly at the P.A.’s bungalow after the match. I had made dubious jokes with, at, or to the P.A.’s wife. I had made too much noise. (They might have added that I hadn’t bowled very well, either; that would have upset me much more. I was very proud of my fast bowling.) I pleaded guilty because, although I couldn’t remember doing anything terrible, it was impossible to believe that all these people were off their heads. Then they talked back and forth for a time, decided not to proceed to the more awful disgrace of a subalterns’ court martial, and dismissed me with a painful tongue-lashing. For a time I was humbled, even grateful to them for their forbearance. Later I wished that I had joined that select band—some good, some bad, none mediocre—who actually underwent subalterns’ courts martial.

These affairs—subalterns’ courts martial—were highly unofficial. They dealt with offences against the Code of Behaviour—a different code for each regiment—and their procedure was modelled on that of a real court martial. The charge described the offence, or, if there was no single offence, might be something like: ‘In that he, being a four-letter man, failed to report himself as such.’ Evidence was taken, sentence pronounced, and punishment administered. This ranged from tar-and-feathers to ostracism. The ‘court’ and all concerned were liable to a real court martial themselves if the victim complained, but I do not think anyone who complained would have enjoyed his subsequent life in the army—nor, probably, would he have been suited to that life. Many things are best borne in silence, and ability to do this is a real soldierly virtue.

Then one day it was all over and we were on our way to new lives. We four ‘attached’ officers shook hands all round and said good-bye to one another and to this stepmother regiment. We were half happy and half sad, with the tender, pleasant sadness of youth, which believes all things will come right in the end and all good friends meet again soon. Robin Hodson was going to the Guides Infantry, Bill Williams to the 14th Punjab Regiment, Chris Pulley to the 3rd Gurkhas. As for me, a groaning truck, loaded with leave men and kit, backfired and puttered steadily down the road to the plains, to India proper, and to the 2nd Battalion of the 4th Prince of Wales’s Own Gurkha Rifles.

I knew where I was going, in both the metaphorical and the literal senses, for the 4th Gurkhas had not accepted me without sending for me and taking a look at me, as I explain later. Literally, I knew that where the blinding white road ended the narrow-gauge railway would begin. A little locomotive would chuff across the burning desert to the Indus at ten miles an hour. That train was called the Heatstroke Express, and it would rumble over the dark red girders of the Indus Bridge, and there on the other side would be the broad-gauge train. On, slowly north along the arid left bank of the Indus, in the Punjab now—two changes, two days, and I’d arrive at railhead. From there, another mountain road, another Indian bus. At last the red roofs of Bakloh, a little military colony crouched on a narrow, forested ridge in the foothills of the Himalaya. Bakloh was the home of my regiment, and my regiment was to be my home for as long as I, a young man, could foresee.

In the other sense I also knew where I was going, for decisions I had made at Sandhurst still stood. I was going to join the staff or the political service as soon as possible. I was ambitious, and I would head for the upper reaches, to join the men in the offices who told the men in the field what to do. But though the intention was clear enough the picture had become blurred during this, my first year of service. Visions of men kept edging in to distort it—men on the march, men drinking tea, men working under the sun, men smiling in the shade, men loading their rifles. And there were in my head unclear words and ideas, such as ‘loyalty,’ ‘tradition,’ and indeed ‘the Colours,’ which seemed to have no place in this prosperous future that I saw for myself. What would it be like without these things? Perhaps, somehow, it was possible to have both. There must be a way for a smart fellow like me. There must be.

Anyway, I didn’t have to think about any of these matters just yet. I knew now that my Sandhurst dreams of getting on the staff within a year or so were sheer lunacy. I would have to do at least four years of regimental service, and more probably six. Well, there was nothing to do but make the best of it.

Meantime I had learned something of the pattern of this life that I seemed fated to follow. There would be more service on the Frontier, possibly among flying bullets. There would be more silver and mahogany, more tradition and comradeship. I could see myself in the new ante-room—in it and of it, this time—talking easily. I was one of that group of men in embroidered dark-green mess jackets, tight green trousers, and stiff white shirts, with rows of black cord looped across their chests and black-braided epaulettes heavy on their shoulders. With them I would share in cold-weather manœuvres, and as one of them I would see the dawn lend a short-lived beauty to the plain of battle or silver the water of the marsh where we waited for the wild duck to flight. With them I would stand parades and drills and audit boards, and share evenings of brandy and cigars and argument. (Ah, I’d never had a cigar. In the D.C.L.I. I hadn’t dared, but in my own regiment I would!) They and I together would smell the sharp anxiety of a fighting night, more pointed than the waiting hedge of bayonets.

I did not think about the tides of tribulation that would certainly return upon me. Nothing told me which men would smile and which would sneer, or whose rusty hand would trail blood along the Frontier stones, or how a tiger’s breath on my cheek would be both a danger and, from that moment, a part of my character—but so would each moment of duty or pleasure, each thought and action, each pang of wonder or disgust.

I realized suddenly that this was already and always true. The Royal Military College and the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry were behind me only in the physical sense that I had passed by them, as a train passes a wayside station. In the true sense of the spirit they were and are inside me, a part of me, and always will be.
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