
Ishmael laughed and walked around on his
hands to amuse the younger children, who giggled
helplessly and tried to copy him. ‘I tell my people
Sam says goodbye, then we go.’

They left the camp at breakneck speed with
Ishmael and Mireli hanging on the back.
Afterwards, Sam’s memory of the journey back
was somewhat hazy but he did remember
travelling along a narrow track, scarcely wide
enough for a footpath, and nearly turning over
several times.

‘Faster, English, faster,’ yelled the two Romany
children, in excited voices. And to make things
worse, Carrots caught the reckless mood, cutting
corners in a dangerous manner, particularly on
the steep streets leading down from the heights to
the harbour.

Tony was pacing up and down, looking at his
pocket watch, while Frank sat patiently on an old
beer barrel when Sam arrived. ‘Sorry I’m late,’
called Sam nervously, hoping his friends weren’t
too angry.

‘I’m surprised you’re here at all, actually,’ said
Tony in reasonable tones. ‘When we left you, I said
to Frank, “The quayside in this town is like a
maze. We’ll be lucky if we see him before next
week.” ’ Frank and Tony exchanged winks and he
knew his friends had forgiven him. He turned to
introduce Ishmael and Mireli but they’d gone,
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melted away into the darkness.
‘Well, we had a good day, much better than we

expected,’ said Frank. ‘Our recruiting sergeant
friend couldn’t help but he passed us on to the
Hospital Conveyance Corps. Their job is to drive
the waggons that take wounded soldiers away from
the battlefield. They also help with their treatment
and drive them to hospital if necessary. We’ve
arranged for you to meet a Sergeant Edwards, first
thing tomorrow up at the British camp.’

‘And what’s more, we’ve got news of your
father,’ beamed Tony. ‘A Captain Hopwood has
transferred from his old regiment to the 11th
Hussars and been promoted to colonel at the same
time. Not bad, eh, young ’un?’

‘Not bad? It’s bloomin’ marvellous,’ yelled Sam
excitedly. ‘He was only a lieutenant when they
adopted me. Then he became a captain for
volunteering to fight in the Crimea. And now he’s
a colonel. Soon he’ll be a general.’

At seven the next morning Sam was on the
military road to Kadikoi bound for the British
camp. Despite the early hour it was already
thronged with all manner of folk going about their
business. At one point he and a squad of British
cavalry were forced to take to the grass verge
because a broken ox cart had blocked the progress
of a gigantic cannon bound for the front.

By nine o’clock he had arrived and was talking
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to Sergeant Edwards, a tall, powerful man with a
barrel chest and waxed moustaches. To Sam’s
surprise he was offered a position straight away,
with no questions asked.

‘To be frank with you, the army has taken on
three hundred men for the Hospital Conveyance
Corps and hardly any are up to the job. You see,
they are mostly Chelsea Pensioners, so I’m
looking for some young blood to liven things up a
bit,’ said the sergeant.

‘But I’ve no idea what to do, I’ve never even
tied a bandage,’ protested Sam.

‘It’s not a problem, son,’ said the kindly
sergeant. ‘You can work with old Joe Harrison,
he’s a man with many years of experience. And by
the way, we’re using some special new wagons, the
latest thing out. They’re known as ambulances.’
He indicated a sturdy vehicle with four
compartments situated at the rear. Each
compartment held a stretcher for carrying the
wounded. ‘But you can carry on using your donkey
cart till you’re properly trained.’

Joe Harrison was a frail gentleman in his early
sixties, with a wisp of white hair carefully combed
across the top of his bald head. He was about two
inches shorter than Sam, which made him about
five feet two. As a boy soldier he’d fought in Spain
for Wellington’s Peninsular Army, in the years
before the Battle of Waterloo.
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Old Joe showed Sam his sleeping quarters, a
few feet of space in a tent, then took him to the
store to fit him out with a uniform. The boy hadn’t
changed his clothes since he had left London a
month ago and it was a relief to be rid of his ragged
old shirt and trousers.

Sam whistled in appreciation of the new outfit.
‘Very nice, Joe, smart grey jacket with silver
buttons and matching breeches. Just what the
doctor ordered.’

‘And them shoes o’ yourn ’ave seen better days.
I’ll sort you out a strong pair of army boots.’

An excited Sam put the new clothes on and
stood squinting at himself in front of the mirror,
bottoning and unbuttoning his jacket and
smoothing his trousers till he was satisfied with
his appearance. Joe laughed out loud, speaking to
no one in particular. ‘Look at him, staring at his
own reflection. He won’t be standing around
admiring himself when the Russian guns start to
fire.’

Sergeant Edwards appeared and adjusted the
angle of Sam’s pillbox hat. ‘Don’t you worry, he’s a
good lad, he’ll soon learn, Private Harrison. ‘Now,
Private Hopwood,’ he said, turning to the boy,
‘there’s a job that needs doing urgently. I want you
two to deliver a parcel to the Military Hospital in
Balaclava. It has to be there by this afternoon.
Don’t bother to come back tonight, they’ll find you
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a bed. But make sure you’re back for ambulance
training by ten o’clock tomorrow morning.’ Sam
felt his cheeks flush with pride at the use of the
military title. He was a soldier at last, just like his
father.

And so it was that the odd couple, a retired
soldier and a novice ambulance boy found
themselves on the outskirts of Balaclava, at the
Church of Kadikoi, newly converted to an army
hospital. In the morning they would rise early and
return to the army camp.
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