
1 BACK WITH THE UNIT

Chaos all around

At midnight, August 26th – 27th, a straggler and his horse may have been lying on the
roadway.  Tired men and tired horses act alike with faded strength.  The saddle had
been slipped off to facilitate the easier rest of the animal; its nosebag provided a
pillow  for  the  man.   But  an  outbreak  of  infantry  fire  nearby,  a  few  minutes
afterwards, brought both to their feet again with set purpose to move on.  At dawn,
we were moving backwards.  But there were other soldiers now in the movement.
All day long it continued, but no-one had any other feeling but that all was lost –
that we were all little driblets soon to be mopped up or run down by an enemy sure
enough to make the most of his success.  We hardly hoped to escape.

If one cares to look up Farrow’s Military Encyclopaedia, one may read of a retreat as
follows: 

“....a retrograde movement of a force with the intention of avoiding an encounter
with a hostile body in the front.  The greatest exertion of talent is requisite in a
General to conduct an able retreat; more depending on arrangement and coolness
than even in the preliminaries of a battle.  When the enemy pursue, if the retreat is
not to degenerate into a rout, the retreating army must be covered by a powerful
rear-guard,  which  from time  to  time  must  hold  the  pursuers  at  bay,  while  the
artillery-train and baggage pass defiles, cross streams and overcome other special
obstacles.  A strong retreat is  made when the rear is  formed by a line of  solid
battalions of which alternate masses retreat, while those intervening face about and
oppose the enemy;  the latter always retreating between and to the rear of those
which retreated in the first instance.  The retreat is thus continued by alternate
halting and falling back on the part of each corps.”

Perhaps all that we knew was that such falling back as we were observing as a fact
and suffering as an affliction,  signalized defeat.  Without leadership and without
rations, all felt themselves, however innocently, scamps and cowards.  Infantrymen
and  artillerymen  mixed  up  together  walked  slowly  and  solemnly  rearward,  not
knowing what else to do.  But we found ourselves tumbling more and more upon
bigger groups of men.  Then officers appeared, giving directions to the helter-skelter
marchers.  Men began to talk of recovery – officers of re-organisation.  Staff Officers
placed themselves, like traffic policemen, at the junction of roads, or they tacked
boards on the trees, to aid us in dropping again upon our respective units.

Our lone Horseman had become joined to a fellow mounted signaller, and after a
couple of days, both found the battery.  Its casualties had not been half what we
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expected.   A  senior  Sergeant,  performing  the  Battery  Sergeant  Major’s  duties,
immediately places the returning ones under arrest.  It was but a formality, still, a
real cross Major was thereby given the opportunity to affirm that he was ashamed of
us, ordering us out of his sight.  The stern old disciplinarian believed it right to scold
us severely for not getting back more speedily.
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2 LIGNY ACTION
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3 ALBERT  -  KING OF THE BELGIANS
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Son Majesté Albert I, Roi des Belges

4 RETREATING

The  day  after  rejoining  the  battery,  the  Major  caught  sight  of  his  past-time
Horseholder on the staff.  Pointing his finger, he cried to the No.1 :  “Yes, that man,
Sergeant.  Give him two horses.  Tie him to the saddle – tie him there; never let him
run away again, Sergeant”.  So we had to be particularly taken care of from that
moment, lest such conduct as followed Ligny be repeated.  

To be a driver in the team and to have the O.C. after one all the time was not too
bad, however, providing he found little to complain of.  Even a driver had to be
always on the job.  A restless horse in the lead would swerve around, if left for a
moment, and in a jiffy his leg would be over the trace.  Take him far thus and his
flank would soon show a raw chafing.  A gall  was a driver’s  shame.  Then the
working horse would sweat while the slacker partner,  wiped down, would hardly
stain a silk handkerchief – a driver’s guilt again.  There were a thousand things like
that, but the alert driver was ever making his mark with the Major who, whatever his
foibles inhabit, so loved that masterly hand.

And it  seemed that  every hour  had its  special  rousing to be doing.   Excited to
immediate awakening one morning about 3 a.m. (there had not been more than a
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couple of hours’ rest), a rolling from off a heap of potatoes in a shed to topple, half-
asleep and half-awake, into the liquid reservoir of a dung-pit, so often occupying the
front  of  French  farmhouses,  is  well  remembered.   A  dragging  of  oneself,  one’s
overcoat and one’s blanket out of the slime was to find all three drying quickly in the
early morning’s frosty air.

Indeed, men in retreat knew little of slumber.  After long hours in the saddle or on
the  tramp,  there  were  guard  duties  to  be  taken  up,  and  even  infantry
responsibilities.  Guard duty along a beat behind horses or in front of a gun-park was
less onerous and creative of less wretched fear than lying over a road with sixteen
men, along which enemy groups might have approached during the night.  For this
latter kind of thing, we felt that we had not the heart or competence of trained
infantrymen – the very fact that we were being posted was an admission that there
were  few  infantry  to  the  front  of  us.   Men  might  sleep,  but,  peering  into  the
darkness, well enough frightened every now and then by rustling leaves or fancied
movements,  the N.C.O.  in charge would not.   Morning light  was keenly  enough
desired by lying-out parties and sentries on duty.

There was no consideration for slackness of any kind whilst on duty.  A man might
have had no sleep for days, on guard he had not to be tired.  A sleeping sentry
would not have been watchful.  To sit down to rest or to doze would have been, not
carelessness or negligence, but a crime.

And so,  very  trying,  especially  for  the  infantry,  were  the  conditions  of  rearward
movements.  Major-General Wilkinson Dent Bird wrote:

“Setting aside the inevitable loss of morale, retirements of any duration, no matter
how  skilfully  conducted,  are  often  as  destructive  of  men  and  material  as  the
bloodiest and most indecisive battles; in a retreat, the heaviest losses always fall on
the side which is falling back.”

Now,  of  course,  rear-guard  actions  were  very  much to  the  fore  all  through the
retirement.   One can only  imagine the great  numbers of  officers  and men who
deliberately sacrificed themselves.  

Magnificently, these bravest of all men, seeing how they could hold the enemy for an
extra hour from their comrades, separated themselves from the retreating body to
devote themselves to that final task and to suffer a death from which there would be
no means of escape.  Hearty handshakes and prayerful lips that such soldierly faith
would  not  go  unrewarded  in  God’s  Eternity  marked  those  terrible  moments  of
“farewell”.   

These men, left behind, ended their own running away by choosing a last position, a
last play with shot and powder, and a last fight.
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