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This is a reworking, not a complete re-writing, of the original
‘THE LAND IRONCLADS’ short story, first published in ‘The Strand
Magazine’ in December 1903. Much of the original text, including a
fair amount of the dialogue, has been retained, where possible.

 

I have altered the fight between the ‘Townsmen’ and the
‘Countrymen’ of the original to show a more modern-day ‘Traditional
Army’ verses ‘Science’ parallel to the conflict. I have kept the
formatting and language use as close to the original as possible,
but have substituted modern literary techniques to some of the
writing, again where appropriate for readability. Although
superficially the story does slightly differ in parts due to the
nature of the re-telling, the underlying story and message remain
unaffected.

 

Thank you for downloading this free e-book. You are welcome to
share it with your friends. This book may be reproduced, copied and
distributed for non-commercial purposes, provided the book remains
in its complete original form. If you enjoyed this book, please
return to FeedBooks.com to discover other works by this author.
Thank you for your support.

 

The young lieutenant lay beside the war correspondent and
admired the idyllic calm of the enemy’s lines through his field
binoculars.

“So far as I can see,” he said, after a long silence, “one
man.”

“What’s he doing?” asked the war correspondent.

“Pointing his binoculars at us,” said the young lieutenant.

“And this is war!”

“No,” said the young lieutenant; “This is just stupid, a
stalemate.”

“So, it’s a draw.”

“No. They’ve got to win or they lose. A draw’s a win for
us.”

They had discussed the political situation fifty times or so,
and the war correspondent was weary of it. He stretched out his
limbs. “Ah, I s’pose it is!” he yawned.

‘Flut!’

“What was that?”

“He shot at us.”

The war correspondent shifted to a slightly lower position.

“No one shot at him,” he complained.

“I wonder if they think we shall get so bored as to go home,”
said the lieutenant.

The war correspondent made no reply.

“There’s the protest, of course… Dam liberal hippies, wouldn’t
last a day at the front.”

It had been a month since the first brisk movements after the
declaration of war. Since then things had gone slower and slower,
until it seemed as though the whole machine of events just run
down. To begin with, the invaders had rushed into the fray. They
had come across the frontier on the very dawn of the war, marching
in half-a-dozen parallel columns behind a cloud of dust thrown up
by their light assault vehicles. They approached with a general air
of coming straight into the capital. The dug-in defences had held
them up, and peppered their light armour with a hail of fire that
forced the invaders to open up their line. They tried to outflank
the entrenched defences, but were routed, whereupon they bolted to
their own defensive positions in the most predictable of styles;
and there they stayed, until the afternoon of the third day, when
the valiant defenders made their move. They had the invaders pinned
up against their makeshift line of defence. When the push came the
invader fell-back, but they did not suffer as much as had been
hoped for, or expected. The invader was wilier than they had
assumed, he was coming on with his eyes open. His scouts attacked
the large fixed artillery guns, pinning them down as the remainder
of their army settled into the recently dug trenches without any
further attempt at an attack. This wasn’t a behaviour the defenders
anticipated, did they meant to sit down there to the very end of
time, they mused. This enemy was slow to react, but much more wary
than the world had been led to expect. They had opened up supply
routes during their brief attack, and kept convoys tucked in and
shielded from harm as their slow marching infantry and
light-armoured vehicles dug-in to prevent any heavy
counter-attack.

“But he ought to attack,” the young lieutenant insisted.

“They’ll attack us at dawn, somewhere along the lines, they have
to. You’ll get the grenades, then the bullets, followed by the
bayonets coming into the trenches just before the light is good
enough to see properly.”

The young lieutenant winked as he said this.

Early one morning the defenders had sent men to lie five hundred
yards before the invaders trenches, with a view to emptying their
magazines into any night attack. The hardened soldiers began to
hear strange ghost-noises in the empty dark as the expected attack
failed to come. After several hours their unease gave way to
causeless panic, as they blazed away at nothing for ten minutes.
The war correspondent understood the meaning of that wink.

 “What would you do if you were the enemy?” said the war
correspondent.

“If I had men like I’ve got now?”

“Yes.”

“Take these trenches.”

“How?”

“Ah well, crawl out half-way at night before moonrise and get in
touch with the chaps we sent out. Shoot at anything that moves. You
never know, maybe we could bag some of ‘em before daylight. I’d
learn that patch of ground by heart, lie all day in squatty holes,
and crawl nearer each night.”

The young lieutenant rubbed his head and pointed towards the
invaders trenches.

“There’s a bit over there, lumpy ground, where we could get
close enough to rushing distance in a night or so, easy. It would
be a mere game for our forces; it’s what they’re made for… . Guns,
shrapnel, and stuff wouldn’t stop well-trained men who meant
business.”

“So why don’t they do that?”

“Their men aren’t soldier enough; that’s the trouble. They’re a
militia of ill-matched civilians, and that’s the truth of the
matter. They’re scientists, engineers, and students, they’re
civilized men. They can write, they can talk, they can make and do
all sorts of things, but they’re poor amateurs at war. They’ve got
no physical staying power, and that’s the whole thing. They’ve
never slept in the open one night in their lives; they’ve never
drunk anything but the purest water from a bottle with a fancy
label. They’ve never gone short of three meals a day since they
left their mothers kitchen.  Half their army never shot a gun
until it enlisted six months ago. They drive their attack vehicles
and tanks as though they were popping down to the shops - you watch
‘em! They’re fools at the game, and they know it. A trained boy of
fourteen can best any one of them.”

The war correspondent hung his head, pressing his nose between
his knuckles.

“If a decent civilization,” he said, “cannot produce better men
for war than… ”

He paused, searching for the correct words. “I mean…”

“Than our patriotic life,” said the young lieutenant.

“Exactly,” said the war correspondent, thankful for the
olive-branch. “Then civilization has to stop?”

“It looks like it,” the young lieutenant admitted.

“Civilization has science, you know,” said the war
correspondent. “It invented and makes the weapons and things you
use.”

 “Weapons that our healthy and well-trained army of real
soldiers can use ten times better.”

“What?” said the war correspondent, and then seeing his
companion busy with his binoculars he reached for his own. “Where?”
said the correspondent, sweeping the enemy’s lines.

“It’s nothing” said the young lieutenant, still looking.

“What’s nothing?”

The young lieutenant lowered his binoculars and pointed. “I
thought I saw something there, behind those trees, something
shining. What it was I don’t know.”

The war correspondent scanned the tree-line, to no avail.

“It wasn’t anything” said the young lieutenant, rolling over to
stare at the darkening evening sky. “There never will be anything
any more, for ever. Unless…”

The war correspondent raised his eyebrow, and turned his gaze
towards his companion.

“They may get their stomachs wrong or something… living without
proper drainage and all.”

The lieutenant then smiled as the sound of bugles came from the
tents behind. The correspondent slid backward down the sand and
stood up.

‘Boom.’

The sound came from somewhere far away to the left.

“Wow,” the correspondent said, hesitated, and crawled back to
peer again. “Firing at this time of night is jolly bad manners,
don’t you think?” he said to his companion.

The young lieutenant sat motionless on the ground.

Then he pointed to the distant clump of trees again. “One of our
big guns, they were firing at that,” he said, “The thing that
wasn’t anything.”

“Something’s over there,” said the correspondent, his heart
beating faster.

Both men were silent, peering at the tree-line. “Just when it’s
twilight as well,” the lieutenant complained. He stood up.

“I might stay here a bit,” said the war correspondent.

The lieutenant shook his head. “There is nothing to see,” he
said, and went down to where his little squad of sun-browned,
loose-limbed men had been napping in the trench. The war
correspondent also stood up, glanced for a moment at the:
business-like bustle below him, gave perhaps twenty seconds thought
to those enigmatical trees again, then turned his face toward the
camp. He found himself wondering whether his editor would consider
the story of how somebody thought he saw something shining behind a
clump of trees, and how a gun was fired at this “illusion” by
somebody else, too trivial for public consumption.

 “It’s the only hint of an interesting story I’ve seen in
ten whole Days,” said the war correspondent, and paused.

“No,” he said, “I’ll write that other article, ‘Is War Played
Out?’”

He surveyed the dark tangle of trenches that lay before him, one
behind the other, one running into the next, and all made ready for
the never-coming attack. The shadows and mists swallow up the
trenches, as their receding contours become obscure from view. Here
and there a light gleamed in the growing dark as isolated pockets
of men were busy with small fires.

The correspondent sighed as he gazed into the darkening sky.

“No troops on earth could do it,” he said… .

He believed that there were better things in life, things more
worth having than proficiency in war. He believed that in the heart
of science; for all its stresses, its crushing concentrations of
forces, and its blind faith in logic; there lay something that
might be the hope of the world. The idea of people turning their
back on that knowledge, of losing touch with books and art and all
the things that intensify life, might be the future hope for the
planet jarred on his civilized soul. These people wanted to resist
or even break that great development of scientific civilisation,
perhaps until the very ends of time.

The swinging torchlight of some passing soldiers broke his
thoughts as they strode past. They motioned for him to follow,
pointing to the newly lit lamps that marked the way to the small
encampment.

He glanced at their yellow-lit faces, and one shone out for a
moment, a common type of face in the defender’s ranks: ill-shaped
nose, prominent lips, and bright clear eyes full of cunning alert.
His helmet sat cocked to one side and was adorned with a peacock’s
feather, giving the general air of a rustic ‘Don Juan’ turned
soldier.

He held the rifle in his brown-skinned hand with a master’s
grip. His sinewy frame flexed as he made his way along the trenches
with a tireless stride.

The war correspondent returned their greeting and followed on
his way.

“Louts,” he whispered. “Cunning, instinctive louts, they are
going to beat the scientists at their ‘game’ of war!”

A solitary figure emerged from the warm glow of the encampment,
staggering among the nearer tents as half-a-dozen or so hearty
voices could be heard from behind him. The voices bawled and
drawled the words of a particularly rousing and sentimental
patriotic song, all in a grudging unison.

“Oh, go for it, why not,” the war correspondent, muttered at the
noisy throng.

That first battle had begun opposite these trenches, on a place
the defenders called ‘Hackbone’s Hut.’. The ground stretched broad
and level between the lines here, with scarcely enough shelter for
the lizards that scuttled between the stones on the baked ground.
To the battle-hardened men who came crowding into the trenches at
this place, it seemed that this was just one more proof of that
green inexperience so often shown by the ‘advanced’ enemy, of which
they had heard so much. The war correspondent could not believe his
ears at first, and swore that he and the war photographer were the
victims of a common illusion. The photographer had only just awoken
and rubbed his bleary eyes. The surrounding lights hade gone out
and the photographer was attempting to put his boots on by the
light of a match, which he held in his shaking hand. The
photographer perked up after dowsing his head in a bucket of cold
water. “Yeeha, here we go,” he said; as he towelled his wet hair.
“That’s more than scare-firing this time. It sounds like ten
thousand carts on a tin bridge.”

Quite how the photographer knew what this sounded like the
correspondent didn’t know, but his musings were cut short by the
steady uproar of returning machine-gun fire, followed by small
arms.

 

The artist, with one boot on, glanced at his watch, and went on
hopping.

“Half an hour until dawn,” he said.

“You were right about their attacking, after all… .”

The war correspondent came out of the tent, verifying the
presence of chocolate in his pocket as he did so. He had to halt
for a moment or so until his eyes were toned down to the night a
little. “Pitch!” he said. He stood for a space to season his eyes
before he felt justified in striking out into a black gap between
the adjacent tents. The artist followed behind him and fell over a
tent rope. It was half-past two  in the morning of the darkest
night in time, and against a sky of dull black silk the enemy was
lighting up the night with searchlights, a wild jabber of
searchlights. “He’s trying to blind our riflemen,” said the war
correspondent with a flash, and waited for the artist before
setting off with a sort of discreet haste. “Whoa!” he said,
presently. “Ditches!”

They stopped.

“It’s the confounded searchlights,” said the war
correspondent.

They saw nearby troche-light swinging to and fro and men falling
in line to march down into the trenches. They began to follow the
troops, when the artist began to feel his night eyes. “If we
scramble this,” he said, pointing away from the men, “then it’s
only one drain, and there’s a clear run up to that ridge.” And that
was the way they took, as lights came and went in the tents behind
them, and more and more men poured out and marched forwards over
the broken ground. They staggered and stumbled. But in a little
while they drew near the crest of the small hill. Something that
sounded like the impact of a very important railway accident filled
the air above them, as a combination of shrapnel of bullets seethed
about them like a sudden handful of hail. “Right-ho!” said the war
correspondent, and soon they judged they had come to the crest and
stood in the midst of a world of pressing darkness, frantic glares,
and terrible sounds.

Right and left of them and all about them was uproar. The
magazine fire of an army, first chaotic and monstrous and then,
eked out by little flashes and gleams and suggestions, taking the
beginnings of a shape. It looked to the war correspondent as though
the enemy must have attacked in line with his whole force - in
which case he was either being or was already annihilated.

“Dawn and the Dead,” he said, with his instinct for headlines.
He said this to himself, but afterwards, by means of shouting, he
conveyed an idea to the artist. “They must have meant it for a
surprise,” he said.

 

It was remarkable how the firing kept on. After a time he began
to perceive a sort of rhythm in this infernal noise. It would
decline - decline perceptibly, droop towards something that was
comparatively a pause - a pause of inquiry.

“Aren’t you all dead yet?” this pause seemed to say. The
flickering fringe of rifle flashes and flare of machine-gun bursts
would become attenuated and broken, and the whack-bang of the
enemy’s big guns, from over two miles away, would come up out of
the depths of the deep dark night. Then suddenly, east or west of
them, something would startle the front-line troops and the frantic
outbreak of fire would start again.

The war correspondent taxed his brain for some theory of
conflict that would account for this. He was suddenly aware that
the artist and he were vividly illuminated. He could see the ridge
on which they stood and before them in black outline a file of
riflemen hurrying down towards the nearer trenches. A light rain
was falling, becoming visible through the short busts of light and
sound. Farther away towards the enemy was a clear space with men -
“Our men?” - running across it in disorder. He saw one of those men
throw up his hands and drop to the wet ground. And something else
black and shining loomed up on the edge of the coruscating flashes;
and behind it another shape regarded the world shining white eyes.
“Whit… whit, whit,” sang something in the air, and then the artist
was running for cover, with the war correspondent behind him. Bang
came shrapnel, bursting close at hand it seemed. Two of our men
were lying flat in a dip in the ground. The light had gone again
and everything went quiet, leaving a vast note of interrogation
upon the night.

The war correspondent came within bawling range. “What the deuce
was that thing shooting our men down?”

“Black,” said the artist, “and swift. Not two hundred yards from
the first trench.”

He sought for comparisons in his mind. “Something between a big
dog and a small tank,” he said.

“And they were running!” said the war correspondent. “You’d run
if a thing like that, searchlights to help it, turned up like a
prowling nightmare in the middle night.”

They crawled to what they judged the edge of the dip and lay
regarding the unfathomable dark. For a time they could distinguish
nothing, and then a sudden convergence of searchlights from both
sides brought the strange things out again. In that flickering
pallor of light it at first had the effect of a large group of
sprightly black mechanical insects. As the fading light glinted off
their stained metal frames, the infernal machines gave no head to
the dead and dying who lay all around them as they crawled across
the body-strewn battlefield. For what did they care of life and
death? To say these soulless engines were dead would be to do them
an unjust service. No. For a thing to become dead it must first
have possessed that precious and uncertain spark of life. The
mechanical insects hurtling towards the huddled ranks of the
righteous defenders bore no such gift, or burden. They crawled
obliquely to the first line of trenches and fired shots out of
protrusions in their back. The returning bullets must have been
battering their carcases with all the passionate violence of a hot
hail on a tin roof, yet they seemed to pay it little heed.

Then in the twinkling of an eye the curtain of the dark had
fallen again and the monsters vanished, but the crescendo of
gunfire marked their approach to the trenches.

The soldiers were beginning to talk about the things to each
other, when a flying bullet kicked dirt into the artist’s face.
They abruptly decided to crawl down into the cover of the trenches.
They had got down with an unobtrusive persistence into the second
line; before the dawn had grown clear enough for anything to be
seen. They found themselves in a crowd of expectant riflemen, all
noisily arguing about what would happen next. The enemy’s
contrivances had brought merciless execution down upon the outlying
men, it seemed, but they did not believe it would do any more.
“Come the day and we’ll capture the lot of them,” said a burly
soldier.

“Capture them?” said the war correspondent.

The soldier shrugged. “They say there’s a regular string of ‘em,
crawling all along the front of our lines… . Who cares?”

The darkness filtered away so imperceptibly that at no time
could one declare decisively that one could see clearly. The
searchlights ceased to sweep hither and thither. The enemy’s
monsters were huddled together in dubious patches of crawling
darkness upon the dark, and then no longer dubious, as they crept
out into distinctness. The war correspondent, absent-mindedly
munching chocolate, at last beheld a spacious picture of battle
under the cheerless sky. The central focus of this visage was an
array of perhaps four or five hundred shapes lying in small groups
on the very edge of the first line of trenches, at intervals of
perhaps three hundred yards, and evidently firing down upon the
crowded riflemen.

They were so close in that the defender’s guns had ceased, and
now only the first line of trenches was in action.

 

The second line of riflemen were crammed behind the first,
unable to gather sufficient space in which to flourish their
weapons. As the light grew the war correspondent could make out the
infantry who were fighting these monsters, crouched in knots and
crowds behind the transverse banks that crossed the trenches
against the eventuality of the enfilade’s attack. The trenches
close to the machines were empty save for the crumpled suggestions
of dead and wounded men; the defenders had been driven right and
left as soon as the prowl of monstrous engines had loomed up over
the front of the trench. The correspondent produced his field
binoculars, and was immediately at the centre of inquiry from the
soldiers about him.

They wanted to look, they asked questions, and after he had
announced that the men across the traverses seemed unable to
advance or retreat, and were crouching under cover rather than
fighting, he found it advisable to loan his glasses to a burly and
incredulous corporal. He heard a strident voice, and found a lean
and sallow soldier at his back talking to the artist.

“There’s chaps down there caught,” the man was saying. “If they
retreat they got to expose themselves, and the fire’s too straight…
.  They aren’t firing much, but every shot’s a hit.”

“Who?” asked the correspondent?

“The things. The machines what’re coming up——”

“Coming up where?”

“Everywhere, we’re evacuating them trenches where we can. Our
chaps are coming back up the zigzags… . No end of ‘em hit… . But
when we get clear our turn’ll come. Rather! These things won’t be
able to cross a trench or get into it; and before they can get back
our guns’ll smash ‘em up. Smash ‘em right up. See?” Brightness came
into his eyes. “Then we’ll have a go at spilling their insides,” he
said… .

The war correspondent thought for a moment, trying to realize
the idea. Then he set himself to recover his binoculars from the
burly corporal…

The daylight was getting clearer now. The clouds were lifting,
and a gleam of lemon yellow amidst the level masses to the east
portended sunrise. He looked again at the mechanical insect-like
machines. As he saw them in the bleak, grey dawn, lying upon the
slope and on the very lip of the foremost trench, the suggestion of
a stranded animal heard was very great indeed. There might have
been from eighty to

a hundred of them - about two hundred and fifty yards away -
they were each around five feet high or so, and around four feet
long, with a smooth metal skin and a complex patter of joints and
hydraulics covering there sturdy hard limbs. Their smooth back were
pot-marked with an array of small porthole-like protrusions, each
of which held a small rifle barrel atop telescope tubes. The things
had come into such a position as to enfilade the trench, which was
empty now, so far as he could see, except for two or three
crouching knots of men and the tumbled-looking dead. Behind them,
across the plain, they had scored the grass with a train of deep
oval impressions, like the dotted tracings insects leave in sand.
Left and right of that strange track dead men and wounded men were
scattered - men it had picked off as they fled back from their
advanced positions in the searchlight glare from the invader’s
lines. And now the foremost of them lay with their heads projecting
a little over the trench they had won, as if they were but a single
sentient thing planning the next phase of their attack… .

 

The war correspondent lowered his glasses and took a more
comprehensive view of the situation. These creatures of the night
had evidently won the first line of trenches and the fight had come
to a pause.

In the increasing light he could make out by a stray shot or a
chance exposure that the defender’s marksmen were lying thick in
the second and third line of trenches up towards the low crest of
the position, and in such of the zigzags as gave them a chance of a
converging fire. The men about him were talking of the guns. “We’re
in the line of our big guns behind the trenches, but they’ll soon
shift one to pepper those infernal machines,” the lean man said,
reassuringly.

“Booya,” said the corporal, punching the air.

‘Bang! bang! bang! Whir-r-r-r-r.’ It was a sort of nervous jump
and all the rifles were going off by themselves. The war
correspondent found himself and the artist crouching behind a line
of industrious men discharging magazines. The monster had moved.
They continued to move regardless of the hail that splashed their
skin with bright new specks of lead. They sung a little mechanical
ditty to their selves, ‘Tuf-tuf, tuf-tuf, tuf-tuf,’ and squirted
out little jets of air behind them as they lifted themselves up, as
a limpet does before it crawls; they had crouched down on their
spindly metal legs and dug their stumpy metal-ball feet firmly into
the ground. The War correspondent, scrutinizing the things through
his glasses again, saw that they were all set in the same position,
and prone for action. His thoughts whirled back to Victoria Street,
Westminster, and he saw himself in the piping times of peace,
seeking matter for an interview.

“Mr. - Mr. Foster-Miller,” he said, holding out his hand to the
studious looking man.

“…and you call them autonomous-quadruped-engines, mechanical
pack-mules, you say,” he had enquired. Fancy meeting them here, he
thought.

The marksman beside him raised his head and shoulders in a
speculative mood to fire more certainly - It seemed so natural to
assume the attention of the monster must be distracted by this
trench before it - and was suddenly knocked backwards by a bullet
through his neck. His feet flew up, and he vanished out of the
margin of the watcher’s field of vision. The war correspondent
grovelled tighter, but after a glance behind him at a painful
little confusion, he resumed his visual. The things were winding
down further on their concertinaed legs, their feet held solid in
the muddy ground. Then as one they unfolded their legs and
catapulted themselves up into the crisp morning air, one row after
the other, until the sky above the trench seemed full of impossible
metal locusts. Only a bullet in the head could have stopped him
looking just then. The lean man with the strident voice ceased
firing to turn and reiterate his point: “They can’t possibly
cross,” he bawled. “They…”

‘Bang! Bang! Bang, bang,’ came the sound from above, as it
drowned everything.

 

The lean man continued speaking for a few seconds or so, then
gave up, shook his head to enforce the impossibility of anything
crossing a trench like the one below, and resumed business once
more.

And all the while the great swarm of metal was crossing. When
the war correspondent once more turned to gaze at the spectacle
through his field binoculars, they had bridged the trench, and
their queer feet were once again on solid ground, digging down into
the earth in an attempt to get a hold on the loose ground. They got
their hold and continued to crawl closer until the greater bulk of
the swarm was over the trench - until it was all over. An unnerving
‘toot, toot,’ sound came as the swarm once more arranged itself
into neat single-file lines and came on abruptly at a pace of,
perhaps, six miles an hour straight up the gentle slope towards our
observer.

The war correspondent raised himself on his elbow and looked a
natural inquiry at the artist.

For a moment the men about him stuck to their position and fired
furiously. Then the lean man in a mood of precipitancy slid
backwards, and the war correspondent said “Come along” to the
artist, and led the movement along the trench. As they dropped
down, the vision of the  hillside full of machines
disappeared, replaced by a that of a narrow passage, crowded with
men, for the most part receding, though one or two turned or
halted.

He never turned back to see the nose of the monster creep over
the brow of the trench; he never even troubled to keep in touch
with the artist. He heard the “whit” of bullets about him soon
enough, and saw a man before him stumble and drop, and then he was
one of a furious crowd fighting to get into a transverse zigzag
ditch that enabled the defenders to get under cover up and down the
hill. It was like a theatre panic. He gathered from signs, and
fragmentary words, that up ahead another group of these monsters
had also won the second trench.

He lost his interest in the general course of the battle for a
time, as he became simply another sole in search of a hasty escape,
seeking only the farthest recess in which to hide, amidst the
dispersed multitude of disconcerted riflemen, all similarly
employed. He scrambled down through the trenches, and took his
courage in both hands before sprinting across the open ground. He
had moments of panic, when it seemed madness and moments of shame
not the quadrupedal machines would be his undoing. He stood up and
looked around to see how the fight was going. He was but one of
many thousands of very similar men that morning. On the ridge he
halted in a knot of fear, then for a few minutes he almost had a
mind to stop and see things out.

The day was now fully come. The grey sky had changed to blue,
and there remained only a few patches of dissolving fleeciness
cloud. The world below was bright and singularly clear. The ridge
was not, perhaps, more than a hundred feet or so above the general
plain, but in this flat region it was sufficient enough to give the
effect of an extensive view. Away to the north side of the ridge,
near and far, were the camps and ordered truck-convoys that carried
all the gear of a big army. Officers swanking about and men doing
aimless things, Here and there men were falling-in, however and the
light artillery divisions were forming up on the plain beyond the
tents. The bulk of men who had been in the trenches were still on
the move to the rear, scattered like sheep without a shepherd over
the farther slopes. Here and there were little rallies and attempts
to wait and to do something with their vague thoughts of
retaliation, but the general drift was away from any concentration.
Then on the southern side was the elaborate lacework of trenches
and defences, across which these iron brutes were crawling. Forty
or so groups of them spread out over a line of perhaps three miles,
and were now advancing as fast as a man could run, whilst all the
time methodically shooting down and breaking up any persistent
knots of resistance. Here and there stood little clumps of men,
outflanked and unable to get away, showing the white flag.

Now the invader’s infantry was advancing across the land between
the trenches, in open-order but unmolested, to complete the work of
the machines. So far as the day went, the defenders already looked
a beaten army. The machines had already all-but won out against
bullets; they could punch across a thirty-foot trench, and seemed
able to shoot with unerring precision. This was clearly an
inevitable victor against anything the defenders could muster.

He looked at his watch. “Half-past four. My word, it shows what
things can happen in two hours? Here’s the whole blessed army being
walked over, and at half-past two we were going to walk this war.
Even now our blessed louts haven’t done a thing with their
guns!”

He scanned the ridge right and left of him with his binoculars.
He turned again to the nearest batch of machines, advancing now
obliquely to him and not three hundred yards away, and then
scrambled the ground over which he must retreat if he was not to be
captured.

“They’ll do nothing,” he said, and glanced again at the enemy.
And then from far away to the left came the single thud of a gun,
followed very rapidly by rolling gun-fire. He hesitated and decided
to stay.

 

The defender had relied chiefly upon his rifles in the event of
an assault. His heavy guns and tanks he kept concealed at various
points upon and behind the ridge ready to bring them into action
against any artillery preparations for an attack on the part of his
antagonist. The situation had rushed upon him with the dawn, and by
the time the gunners had their guns ready for motion, the machines
were already in among the foremost trenches. There is a natural
reluctance to fire into one’s own broken men, and many of the guns,
being intended simply to fight an advance of the enemy’s artillery,
were not in positions to hit anything in the second line of
trenches. After that the advance of the mechanical engines was
swift. The defender-general found himself suddenly called upon to
invent a new sort of warfare, in which guns were to fight alone
amidst broken and retreating infantry. He had scarcely thirty
minutes in which to think it out. He did not respond to the call,
and what happened that morning was that the advance of the machines
forced the fight, and each gun and battery made what play its
circumstances dictated. For the most part it was a poor play.

Some of the guns got in two or three shots, some one or two, and
the percentage of misses was unusually high. The tanks and light
artillery, of course, did nothing. The engines in each case
followed much the same tactics. As soon as a gun came into play the
monsters turned themselves upon it, rushing forwards as one, so as
to get the biggest chance of a glancing hit, and made not for the
gun, but for the nearest point on its flank and sides from which
the gunners could be shot or clawed down. Few of the hits scored
were very effectual; only one of the things was disabled, and that
was the one that fought the three batteries attached to the brigade
on the left wing. Three that were hit when close upon the artillery
guns had their limbs clean shot through without being put out of
action. Our war correspondent did not see that one momentary arrest
of the tide of victory on the left. He saw only the very
ineffectual fight of half-battery 96B., which was always close at
hand upon his right. This he watched some time, far beyond the
margin of safety.

Just after he heard the three batteries opening up upon his left
he became aware of the rumble of tyres coming over the stony uneven
ground from the sheltered side of the slope, and presently saw
first one and then two other light-infantry guns rolling into
position along the north side of the ridge, well out of sight of
the great mass of mechanical bodies that was now creeping obliquely
towards the crest and cutting up the lingering infantry beside it
and below, as it came.

The half-battery swung round into line - each gun describing its
curve - halted, unlimbered, and prepared for action… ..

“Bang!”

The throng of mechanical monsters had crawled over the brow of
the hill, and become just visible as a long black line to the
gunners. The throng of machines halted, as though it hesitated.

The two remaining guns fired, and then their bug-like antagonist
had scattered, swinging around the hill. They were now all in full
view, a black tide against the blue sky, coming at a rush.

The gunners became frantic in their haste to fire again. They
were so near the war correspondent could see the expressions on
their excited faces through his binoculars. As he looked he saw a
man drop, and realized for the first time that the machines were
already shooting.

For a moment the black monsters crawled with an accelerated pace
towards the furiously active gunners. Then, as if moved by a
generous impulse, they turned and run alongside the guns, full
broadside to their attack, and scarcely forty yards away from them.
The war correspondent turned his field-glass back to the gunners,
they were being shot down with the most deadly rapidity and
efficiency.

Just for a moment the sheer precision of the attack seemed
almost splendid and then it seemed horrible. The gunners were
dropping in heaps about their guns, dropping like flies, like
insects. To lay a hand on any weapon was death.

‘Bang!’ went the gun on the left, a hopeless miss, and that was
only the second shot the left half-battery had fired. In another
moment half-a-dozen surviving artillerymen were holding up their
hands amidst a scattered muddle of dead and wounded men, and the
fight was done.

The war correspondent hesitated between staying where he was and
waiting for a decent opportunity to surrender, or taking to an
adjacent gully he had discovered. If he surrendered it was certain
he would get no copy off; while, if he escaped, there were all
sorts of chances. He decided to follow the gully, and take the
first chance in the confusion beyond the camp to borrow a vehicle,
preferably an unarmed one.

 

Subsequent authorities have found fault with many particulars in
the first use of the autonomous-quadruped-assault-units, but
assuredly they served their purpose on the day of their appearance.
They were essentially a thoughtless loss-free soldier with one
purpose and no hesitation, engines of destruction.

They crawled level along any ground with one foot high upon a
hillock and another deep in a depression, and they could hold
themselves erect and steady sideways upon even the steepest of
hillside, and they could do all this under the heaviest of fire.
Their powerful legs could propel them several yards across chasms
or rivers and over walls or any other impediment. The engineers
remotely directed the engines under the command of the captain, who
had look-out posts erected at strategic points all along the
front-line.

Six-inch iron-plate protected the internals of the whole affair,
and the self aiming guns were accurate to within one percent of
error. Their rifles, however, were very different pieces of
apparatus from the simple mechanisms in the hands of their
adversaries.

These were in the first place automatic, had no cartridges and
loaded again from their magazine each time they fired, and the
ammunition store was comparatively infinite. They also had the most
remarkable sighting mechanism imaginable, sights which
independently searched out their target and calculated the proposed
trajectory before any bullet was ever fired. The bullets were no
mere pieces of lead but supper-fine pieced of aluminium shaved of
the solid block inside the magazine. These were shot harder,
faster, and with more accuracy than any normal gun could ever hope
to obtain, and produced a kick-back that no man could ever cope
with.

Each unit carried eight guns upon its back, three each side with
a further two mounted to the front and rear.

 

Had the war correspondent been suddenly transferred from the
trenches of the defending militia to the advancing racks of the
advancing and victorious army he would have thought himself fallen
into another world.

The captain of this advancing front sat in a lightly armoured
vehicle just behind the front-line of troops; of course, he saw
both sides of the battle through his monitors. When he raised his
head above the metal-clad parapet of his vehicle he could see the
dewy sunrise, the amazed and disordered trenches, the fleeing and
falling soldiers, the depressed looking groups of prisoners, and
the beaten guns. When he sat down again he would give orders to the
engineers, and every now and again he would give directions.
“Concentrate fire towards on gunners,” or “Clear out the trench
about a hundred yards on the right front.”

He was a young man, healthy enough but by no means sun-tanned,
and of a type of feature and expression that prevails in His
Majesty’s Army: alert, intelligent, quiet. He, his engineers, and
his troops all went about their work, calm and reasonable men. They
had none of that flapping strenuousness of the half-wit in a hurry,
that excessive strain upon the blood-vessels, that hysteria of
effort which is so frequently regarded as the proper state of mind
for heroic deeds. If their machines had demanded anything of the
sort they would, of course, have improved their machines. They were
all perfectly sober and in good training, and if any of them had
begun to eject nonsense or bawl patriotic airs, the others would
probably have gagged him and tied him up as a dangerous, unnerving
sort of fool. And if they were free from hysteria they were equally
free from that stupid affectation of nonchalance which is the
refuge of the thoroughly incapable in danger. Death was abroad, and
there were marginal possibilities of the unforeseen, but it is no
good calculating upon the incalculable, and so beyond a certain
unavoidable tightening up of nerve and muscle, a certain firmness
of the lips, this affected them not at all.

These young engineers felt a certain qualified pity and a quite
unqualified contempt for the enemy they were defeating. They
regarded these big, healthy men they were shooting down precisely
as these same big, healthy men might regard some inferior kind of
weakling. They despised them for making war; despised their bawling
patriotisms and their emotionality profoundly; despised them, above
all, for the petty cunning and the almost brutish want of
imagination their method of fighting displayed. “If they must make
war,” these young men thought, “why in thunder don’t they do it
like sensible men?” They resented the assumption that their own
side was too stupid to do anything more than play their enemy’s
game, that they were going to play this costly folly according to
the rules of unimaginative men. They resented being forced to the
trouble of making man-killing machinery; resented the alternative
of having to massacre these people from afar, or endure their
truculent yapping; resented the whole unfathomable imbecility of
war.

Meanwhile, with something of the mechanical precision of a good
clerk posting a ledger, their infantry moved forwards, taking
prisoners, falling back and calling in the machines where pockets
of resistance were discovered.

The captain had halted the machines on the crest close to his
captured half-battery. His lined-up prisoners stood still and
waited for the infantry behind the machines to come for them. He
surveyed the victorious morning from his armoured parapet as he
listened to the general’s orders over his radio…

 “Units five and four are to keep among the guns to the
left and prevent any attempt to recover them. Seven, eleven and
twelve, stick to the guns you have got. Seven, get into position to
command the guns taken by three. Then, we’re to do something else.
Are we? Six and one quicken up to about ten miles an hour and walk
around behind that camp to the levels near the river - we shall bag
the whole crowd of them,” interjected a young man. “Ah, here we
are! Two and three, eight and nine, thirteen and fourteen space out
to a thousand yards, wait for the word, and then go slowly to cover
the advance of the infantry against any troops. That’s all right.
But where’s ten… They’ve broken up ten. Repair ten, and get movable
as soon as possible,” crackled the disassociated chatter over the
radio.

The discipline of the new war machines was business-like rather
than pedantic. The captain stood up in the armoured car, visible
from the waste up, as he shouted to his nearby troops. “I say, you
chaps’ there. They’ve broken up a unit in section ten. Not badly, I
think; but anyhow, it’s stuck. Dispatch a platoon of engineers to
help with the repairs, post haste.”

But that still left thirteen unscathed platoons of the monsters
in action to finish up the broken army.

 

The war correspondent stealing down his gully looked back and
saw the victorious attacking troops walking all along the crest,
talking amongst themselves, exchanging congratulatory words with
each other. Their iron monsters stood immobile, shining golden in
the light of the rising sun.

The private adventures of the war correspondent terminated in
surrender about one o’clock in the afternoon. By that time he had
liberated a jeep, narrowly escaped rolling it over in a ditch,
blown two tires, and shot it through the smoke-belching engine with
his similarly acquired revolver. He had spent some hours in the
company of a squad of dispirited riflemen, who had commandeered his
binoculars and whose pedestrianism was exemplary, he had quarrelled
with them about topography and at last gone off by himself in a
direction that should have brought him to the banks of the river,
but didn’t. Moreover, he had eaten all his chocolate and found
nothing in the whole world to drink. Also, it had become extremely
hot. From behind a broken, but attractive, stone wall he had seen
the defenders, far away in the distance, trying to charge the
attacking troops in open order. The attackers walked beside a
column of their mechanical beasts, which quickly outflanked the
defenders on either side. The burly riflemen had soon discovered
that the lightly-clad attacking infantry could retreat over open
turf before they, heavily laden as they were, could get within
shooting distance, allowing them sufficient margin to allow for
frequent and terribly effective sharp-shooting. This had sufficient
persuasion that those riflemen, having charged their hearts out,
had halted just beyond his range of fire. Having seen the forwards
movement of the machines they had been urged to a sudden inactivity
and surrendered.

All this nearby commotion had threatened to enfilade the war
correspondents sanctuary behind his protecting wall, and so he had
fled its comparative safety.

He had discovered a fearful blister on his heel. He was now in a
scrubby gravely place, sitting down and meditating on his
pocket-handkerchief, which had in some extraordinary way become in
the last twenty-four hours extremely ambiguous in hue. “It’s the
whitest thing I’ve got,” he said.

He had known all along that the enemy was east, west, and south
of him, but when he saw two entire platoons of the war machines,
Number’s One and Six, stalking their deadly way through the already
won battlefields not half a mile to the north an deast he decided
to make his own little unconditional peace without any further
risks. He was for hoisting his white flag to a bush and taking up a
position of modest obscurity near it, until someone came along. He
became aware of voices, clatter, and the distinctive noises of a
body of vehicles, quite near, and he put his handkerchief in his
pocket again and went to see what was going on.

The sound of firing ceased, and then as he drew near he heard
the deep sounds of many simple, coarse, but hearty and
noble-hearted soldiers of the old school, swearing vigorously.

He emerged from his scrub upon a big level plain, and far away a
fringe of trees marked the banks of the river.

In the centre of this picture stood a still intact road bridge
with a big railway bridge a little to the right. A scraggy flock of
the war machines nested, with a general air of being lost, harmless
black sheep, in a pose of anticipatory peacefulness right and left
of the picture, completely commanding two miles or more of the
river. The remainder of the defender’s forces, dusty, a little
disordered emerged from the scrub and halted a little ways down
from the bridge. They were obviously annoyed, but still a very fine
show of men. In the middle distance three or four men in lightly
armoured vehicles were receiving medical attendance, and a little
nearer a knot of officers regarded the distant novelties in
mechanism with profound distaste. Everyone was very distinctly
aware of the prevalence of the machines, and of the multitude of
the attacker’s soldiers, both in vehicles and on afoot, encumbered
now by prisoners and captured war gear but otherwise thoroughly
effective, who were sweeping like a great net in their rear.

“Checkmate,” said the war correspondent, walking out into the
open. “But I surrender in the best of company. Twenty-four hours
ago I thought war was impossible - and these beggars have captured
the whole blessed army! Well! Well!” He thought of his talk with
the young lieutenant. “If there’s no end to the surprises of
science, the civilized people have it, of course. As long as their
science keeps going they will necessarily be ahead of the
regimented men of war. Still… .”

He wondered for a space what might have happened to the young
lieutenant.

The war correspondent was one of those inconsistent people who
always want the beaten side to win. When he saw all these burly,
sun-tanned warriors, disarmed and lined up; when he saw their proud
weaponry unskilfully disassembled by the singularly not adept
infantry to whom they had surrendered; when he saw these truncated
Paladins watching this scandalous sight, he forgot altogether that
he had called these men “cunning louts” and wished them beaten not
four-and-twenty hours ago. A month ago he had seen that regiment in
its pride going forth to war, and had been told of its terrible
prowess. He had been told of how its men could charge in open order
with each man firing as he went, and sweep before them anything
else that ever came out to battle in any sort of order, foot or
vehicle. And they had had to fight a few score of unloving,
unknowing war-engines in an atrociously unfair mismatch.

“Manhood versus Machinery” occurred to him as a suitable
headline. Journalism curdles all one’s mind to phrases.

He strolled as near the lined-up prisoners as the sentinels
seemed disposed to permit and surveyed them and compared their
sturdy proportions with those of their lightly built captors.

“Smart degenerates,” he muttered. “Anaemic cockneydom.”

The surrendered officers came quite close to him presently, and
he could hear the colonel’s high-pitched tenor. The poor gentleman
had spent three years of arduous toil upon the best soldiers in the
world perfecting their shooting. Honing the charge, and he was
mourning, with phrases of blasphemy, how one could be expected to
do any decent warring against the nature of the circumstances under
which this unsuitably ignorant attacker consigned their
ironmongery.

“Guns,” said someone.

“Big guns they can walk round. You can’t shift big guns to keep
pace with them and little guns in the open they rush. I saw ‘em
rushed. You might do a surprise now and then – assassinate the
brutes, perhaps…”

“You might make things like them,” ventured the war
correspondent.

“What? More ironmongery? Us?..”

“I’ll call my article,” meditated the war correspondent,
“‘Mankind versus Ironmongery,’ and quote the old boy at the
beginning.”

 

He was much too good a journalist to spoil his contrast by
remarking that the half-dozen or so comparatively slender young men
in blue pyjamas who were standing about their victorious machines,
drinking coffee and eating biscuits, held their heads with an air
not altogether different from that of a civilised, cultured and
compassionate manner.

 

 

###

 

Thank you for reading The Land
Robotics

Why not browse through some of my
other work at FeedBooks, or take a look at my OtherWhere site:
http://www.other-where.co.cc

 

 

About the
author:

 

Garry Grierson was the first of three children born to Jeanette
and Tom.

He came into this world on the ninth of October 1968, and is now
quite old.

After an unremarkable childhood growing up in a small mining
village in Fife, Scotland, he mailed his first short-story entry to
a competition aged twenty; receiving his very first form-rejection
letter.

From then on he has continued the dream of publishing that first
Novel. Whenever real-life as a husband and applications developer
doesn’t get in the way.

Although he has had some success with short-stories the dream of
publishing that elusive Novell still lingers on.

 

 

Contact Me
Online:

 

Twitter: http://twitter.com/garryg68

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/people/Garry-Grierson/1486744595

Smashwords: http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/GarryG68

GoodReads: http://www.goodreads.com/user/show/5366737-garryg

My writing blog: http://g2writing.blogspot.com/

 







From the same author on
Feedbooks


	A
shrewdness of Apes (2011)
What would you do with rational thought in a world ruled by
instinct?

What do you do when you realise you are the first creature to
become self-aware?



	


One
day in summer (2011)
Aran is a time-traveller who keeps returning to the same place
and time over and over again, dragging his best friend, Navaya,
with him.

Navaya is getting jaded by the constant trips to the same place,
and she has a secret to protect.









  

    [image: FeedBooks]
 
 
    www.feedbooks.com

    Food for the mind


  


OPS/images/cover.png
The Land % or ~'=25
Roboclads

By n. W<Ilg

G Grierson

A reworking of the classic short story
for modern times.





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks.png
Eeedbomls





OPS/images/logo-feedbooks-tiny.png
E{;edbooﬂs





