Chapter Eight

During that summer working on the farm, Alistair, Brand & om
put in many long hot hours at their tasks. They wevearded by
three hearty meals a day and a modest wage at the ¢hd wkek.
In the evening, when the farm work was done and theydaen
their dinner, they did what young men of their backgrounenodid
when they had no particular commitments of an evenmpaalittle
money burning a hole in their pocket. They went topthie.

The village lay at the end of a winding and often dustg ldown
the hill from the farm. There was rarely any tiafn it, especially
after dark. This was just as well, given that this wWesroute they
used to make their way back late in the evening afteswming a
few pints of the local strong dark ale.

The village boasted two pubs at opposite ends of the HigletS
These were located on the major route through the parsrdly a
main road, thought Tom — with the clear intent of icégting
arriving travellers as soon as possible. The comréatesl a tough
decision every evening when reaching the end of the fiemm the
farm: turn right or left. This invariably required artzen amount of
discussion and negotiation.

Usually, they would turn left and make their way to tBdatk
Bull’, which had the advantage of being larger and sligtithger to
the farm. This hostelry was frequented by workers abdurers
from the surrounding area, and was often very jolly aautous.
There was regularly music and singing around the piano itatidre
evening, with one or another of the men grinding outrargetic and
often suggestive ditty. Always lively and amusing, Tond ha
considered, but not the best place for a quiet pint aftbard day
working on the land.

For a change, it was possible to go to the “Ship andd@wicat
the other end of the village. This pub tended to be freéqdeby an
older, or at least quieter, clientele: quiet men, andwaviomen, of
middle age who looked like they had seen a lot of life andpme
cases, genuinely had the scars to show for it. Itayalace to enjoy a
quiet chat with one’s companions; the regulars tended t&p ke
themselves to themselves.

One evening, after a strenuous and exhausting day digging
ditches, the three companions were sitting in the fatamen where
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they had just taken their evening meal. Bram appearechatitl,
caught up in his own world, so Tom turned to Alistair askied him

if he wanted to go for a drink this evening. Alistaigreed
immediately, so Tom interrupted Bram’s thoughts and askad Bir
he wanted to accompany them. He appeared to considea for
moment then, coming to a decision, said, “Not tonighgps. I'm
feeling a bit tired this evening. | think I'll stay leeand perhaps
make a few jottings.”

He waved his notebook to emphasise the point.

“Fair enough,” Tom said, turning back to Alistair, “Let{o,
then.”

The two men picked up their hats and set off. At thalroa
junction, they decided wordlessly that the “Ship” was ¢heice for
the evening. The aches caused by their digging had haedly b
eased by the stroll down the hill, and they bothtfedt a quiet pint or
two of muscle relaxant would help them sleep.

The interior of the “Ship” was low-ceilinged and rathiark, and
both public bar and lounge were separated into sectiodwidgrs of
polished wood and etched glass. The three men madewviheinto
the public bar, which was not particularly crowded and revtibeir
rough clothing would not be remarked upon, and the beer was
slightly cheaper. The old wooden floor was scarrechbypassage of
many boots and stained by the spillage of many drinks.

Alistair got in their regular round, and the two men nibte sit
in one of the divided sections, sliding their way orite worn seating
nearly as scarred as the floor and placing their glassete round
wooden table. After drinking deeply from their pints to mpretheir
thirst, the two men started a desultory conversatmmparing the
ditch-digging work they had been engaged in and various expesien
while in the Army. They then fell to recalling soroé the strange
tales they have been told over the years.

As they chatted, an obviously ex-military man passedheyr
seats, and then doubled back to interrupt them, havingheset
some of their conversation. They were on nodding genih this
old soldier, and had been given to understand from gossipcibe
bar that he had served with the royal artillery durlmg\tvar. He was
probably in reality only a little older than any detcompanions, but
looked prematurely aged, with grey hair and palld skin that
suggested, Tom considered, some unpleasant experienceashi
a view emphasised by the burns and scars on his fddeaads.

The old gunner smiled lopsidedly.
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“I've heard a few things about you lads,” he said inva learse
voice which suggested that he was unable to speak any.louder

“What have you heard about us?” Alistair replied, politelit
with a distinct undertone of suspicion.

“Well, I've heard that you boys have seen a bit dfoacin the
War, and heard some things that few soldiers get to latmut.”

Alistair appeared to relax a little.

“That’'s true enough,” he allowed, “And | dare say that'ye
been in the thick of it a time or two.”

“Care to join us?” Tom interjected, indicating a seat.

The old gunner pulled up the offered chair and sat down.

“The local gossip has it that you were stationed hengabduring
the War,” Tom continued, repeating something that hepraaed up
on previous visits to this particular hostelry.

“Ha,” the other man snorted, “It's no great secresuppose. |
was based at a shore battery not far from the hario&eahouses,
aways to the south of that strange island of Lyndesfamack bang
in the middle of nowhere. Now, | don’'t know whetheuyads know
the coastline hereabouts.”

Tom and Alistair shook their heads slowly.

“Ah, well. It's a lonely part of the world. Thererealong
windswept beaches with uneven sand and dangerous rockshgnd ti
islets, some barely uncovered even at low tide. Istrpéaces, it's
difficult to get a boat up to the beach, although theeeaatlew spots
where a skilled pilot can get a craft inshore without aigen at least
in good weather. The whole area was the haunt of smsgahel
highwaymen in times past. And you can see why — pretty
unforgiving and desolate, all round.”

“And because the coastline was so isolated, an abkiogis
quantity of coastal defences had been erected. Thddmeacere
practically covered in concrete tank traps and barbesl'wir

He sat back contemplatively for a moment.

“You know,” he reflected, “I've been out there few mositago,
just for a bit of a nosey ‘round. And most of the deénhave
already been removed. Particularly efficient for War Ministry,
don’t you think?”

The gunner sucked at his teeth for a few seconds, evidesttlin
thought. Them he shook his head, and refocused his iattesr
Tom and Alistair.

“At the start of the War,” he resumed, “We had a stethda
complement of gunners, a rough and ready crew, led by &y @lds
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gunnery Sergeant who had probably been sinking ships witliregun
since before you or | were born.”

“The Sarge soon had us whipped into shape,” the gunner
continued, “And a finer gunnery crew you couldn’t wishibal f’

The two companions nodded together, having both expedence
the sharp tongue and savage wit of the average Sergegnt-Méde
gunner returned to his tale.

“It was the beginning of 1940, when it seemed that a seabo
invasion would be upon us any day, that our little troupes wa
augmented by a couple of rather quiet young men. They ledid aw
slightly strange appearance, although you would be hard-pushed t
say exactly what was unusual about them. They botketb@s if
they were extremely uncomfortable in military uniforamd they
seemed to be muffled up in greatcoats in all weathers.”

“The young strangers both held the rank of lieutenahg”dlder
man continued, “So they outranked everyone in the platey gave
their infrequent orders as polite requests to the Sergéanazingly,
they were held in grudging respect by the Sarge, who didswlly
have a great deal of time for junior officers.”

Both Tom and Alistair grinned wryly, very well award the
tension frequently found between young commissioned offie@d
veteran NCOs.

“What did these men do?” Alistair asked, genuinely puzzled.

The gunner sat back in his seat.

“They sat in the magazine and, well, did something &ostrells,”
he confided.

“What do you mean, did something?” Alistair asked,

“Well, there’s the thing. We never could work out ekaethat
they did but, whatever it was, they spent ages doing it.”

The gunner looked lost in thought for a few moments, then
continued.

“They always looked tired afterwards,” he said slowly,ifathis
particular observation was one he had not made béfrained and
shaking with fatigue.”

“But did they have some special tools or equipment?” taitis
inquired.

“Nothing at all. They always arrived and left empty-hahtle

“So how do you know that they had done anything?” Alfista
persisted.

“Oh, you could always tell which shells had receivedirthe
attention,” the old gunner answered, “There seemed sobe kind
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of a sparkle inside the brass of the cartridge, but nevte steel of
the shell itself.”

“Sparkle?” said Tom and Alistair together.

“Oh yes. It was as if there were tiny orange lightsnehow
inside the brass. | was sure that they actually mowviin the
metal, but only when you caught a glance out of the carhgour
eye. If you watched them closely, they were alwagmmetely
stationary.”

The old gunner could see that both Tom and Alistair vteheng
to find out exactly what was so special about thesksshe

“The special shells, they almost never missed,” hd, stting
back in his chair with the air of one who has finalelivered a
message.

“So you actually fired them in anger?” Alistair askedthwa
slightly morbid fascination.

“Oh yes,” he replied, “Several times.”

The two young men were rapt, and waited rather impatiéol
the old gunner to continue.

“Now, at that period, of course we maintained a twédoty-hour
watch, with teams of spotters with powerful binoculsecanning the
horizon. We also had short wave radio equipment, butlysataer
inteligence was communicated by field telephone, in rorte
maintain a radio silence as much as possible.”

The gunner paused for a moment, and the others least sloss
not to miss anything he said.

“Now, when enemy ships came into view, we were utd&d to
get the range with the ordinary shells, and only thenthe special
ones. You lads have seen military service, in tfainy, right?”

Again, Tom and Alistair nodded in unison.

“We were in Germany, at the end,” Alistair said.

“Fair enough. But have you seen long-range guns in action?”

“Not close up,” Tom replied, “But we have been on theeiving
end of an artillery barrage a time or two.”

“| dare say that’s true enough. But on this particulahtimack in
1940, we were the focus of an invasion. We weren't suleedirhe,
but it became clear that this action was actuallyaidyf serious
attempt to get an expeditionary force onto a beachheadhere.”

“Oh, it was described as an exploratory raid in theciaffireports,
but it was pretty serious from where | was sitting. uadiy, | wasn't
sitting — | was running around like a blue-arsed fly. Our hepns
were in constant action, and | think we actually used rb#hose
special shells.”
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“The noise and the smoke were tremendous,” the old gunner
reminisced, “The pounding of those big guns letting off thalvos
was deafening, and the stench of cordite in the air waggénto
make you retch. But, we made several direct hits onnveding
craft and sunk at least half of them.”

“My battery was a prime target for the enemy gunspofse, and
we took a direct hit from the German destroi&@mnigen Louise |
later heard that this was almost the last salvo gobyfthat ship,
before she was sunk by gunfire from our defences. At,lehat’s
what | was told.”

The gunner looked sunken in despondency for a few moments.

“We took a hit in the magazine, which exploded. The Sange a
most of the other men were killed,” he said slowlyri®&show | was
thrown clear by the blast. | thought | was going tq biat after a
terrible wait, 1 was found and taken to a first aid pdsinay well be
the only survivor from the old battery.”

The gunner again paused, evidently in thought of his old
companions now long since deceased. He touched one ofotiee m
livid scars on his face broodingly.

“l was invalided out of the army,” he resumed, his graveliges
now even quieter. “l was in recuperation for a couple edry,
allowing my scars to heal. It's only recently thavel’ finally
managed to recover my voice, and even now my throat s
when | speak for very long.”

The older man stretched, then stood up, leaning forward and
leaning on the table to look Alistair and Tom in theseye

“I've never told this story to anyone before,” he rasped, “But
seemed to me to be lads who’d understand.”

Without another word, he turned and left the pub.
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