Blowing Up a Train
BY

T. E. LAWRENCE

BrowixG up trains was an exact science when done deliberately, by 4
sufficient party, with machine-guns in position. If scrambled at it might
become dangerous. The difficulty this time was that the available gunners
were Indians; who, though good men fed, were only half-men in cold apq
hunger. I did not propose to drag them off without rations on an adventyre
which might take a week. There was no cruelty in starving Arabs; they
would not die of a few days’ fasting, and would fight as well as ever oy
empty stomachs; while, if things got too difficult, there were the riding
camels to kill and eat; but the Indians, though Moslems, refused camel.
flesh on principle.

I explained these delicacies of diet. Ali at once said that it would be
enough for me to blow up the train, leaving him and the Arabs with him
to do their best to carry its wreck without machine-gun support. As, in this
unsuspecting district, we might well happen on a supply train, with civilians
or only a small guard of reservists aboard, I agreed to risk it. The decision
having been applauded, we sat down in a cloaked circle, to finish our
remaining food in a very late and cold supper (the rain had sodden the
fuel and made fire not possible) our hearts somewhat comforted by the
chance of another effort.

At dawn, with the unfit of the Arabs, the Indians moved away for Azrak,
miserably. They had started up country with me in hone of a really military
enterprise, and first had seen the muddled bridge, and now were losing this
prospective train. It was hard on them; and to soften the blow with honour
T asked Wood to accompany them. He agreed, after argument, for their
sakes; but it proved a wise move for himself, as a sickness which had been
troubling him began to show the early signs of penumonia.

The balance of us, some sixty men, turned back towards the railway.
None of them knew the country, so I led them to Minifir, where, with Zaal,
we had made havoc in the spring. The re-curved hill-top was an excellent
observation post, camp, grazing ground and way of retreat, and we .531
there in our old place till sunset, shivering and staring out over the im*
mense plain which stretched map-like to the clouded peaks of Jebel Drusé,
with Um el Jemal and her sister-villages like ink-smudges on it through the
rain.
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~ n the first dusk we walked down to lay the mine. The rebuilt culvert of
: etre 172 seemed still the fittest place. While we stood by it there came
;mmbling, and through the gathering darkness and mist a train suddenly
sared round the northern curve, only two hundred yards away. We
seurried under the long arch and heard it roll overhead. This was annoying;
put when the course was clear again, we fell to burying the charge. The
vening Was bitterly cold, with drifts of rain blowing down the valley.

The arch was solid masonry, of four metres span, and stood over a
<hingle water-bed which took its rise on our hill-top. The winter rains had
(ut this into & channel four feet deep, narrow and winding, which served
45 as an admirable approach till within three hundred yards of the line.
‘here the gully widened out and ran straight towards the culvert, open to
the sight of anyone upon the rails.
~ We hid the explosive carefully on the crown of the arch, deeper than
gsual, beneath a tie, so that the patrols could not feel its jelly softness
under their feet. The wires were taken down the bank into the shingle bed
of the watercourse, where concealment was quick; and up it as far as they
could reach. Unfortunately, this was only sixty yards, for there had been
difi ty in Egypt over insulated cable and no more had been available
‘when our expedition started. Sixty yards was plenty for the bridge, but
Tlittle for a train: however, the ends happened to coincide with a little bush
about ten inches high, on the edge of the watercourse, and we buried them
‘beside this very convenient mark. It was impossible to leave them joined
‘up to the exploder in the proper way, since the spot was evident to the
permanent way-patrols as they made their rounds.

- Owing to the mud the job took longer than usual, and it was very nearly
dawn before we finished. T waited under the draughty arch till day broke,
‘wet and dismal, and then I went over the whole area of disturbance, spend-
ing another half-hour in effacing its every mark, scattering leaves and dead
grass over it, and watering down the broken mud from a shallow rain-pool
pear, Then they waved to me that the first patrol was coming, and I went
up o join the others.

- Before I had reached them they came tearing down into their pre-
arranged places, lining the watercourse and spurs each side. A train was
wming from the north. Hamud, Feisal’s long slave, had the exploder; but
he reached me a short train of closed boxz-wagons rushed by at
speed. The rainstorms on the plain and the thick morning had hidden it
from the eyes of our watchman until too late. This second failure saddened
Us further and Ali began to say that nothing would come right this trip.
Such a statement held risk as prelude of the discovery of an evil eye present;
80, lo divert attention, I suggested new watching posts be sent far out, one
0 the ruins on the north, one to the great cairn of the southern crest.

- 1he rest, having no breakfast, were to pretend not to be hungry. They
# enjoyed doing this, and for a while we sat cheerfully in the rain,
Widling against one another for warmth behind a breastwork of our

ming camels. The moisture made the animals’ hair curl up like a fleece,
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so that they looked queerly dishevelled. When the rain paused, which it did
frequently, a cold moaning wind searched out the unprotected parts of yg
very thoroughly. After a time we found our wetted shirts clammy ang
comfortless things. We had nothing to eat, nothing to do and nowhere tg
sit except on wet rock, wet grass or mud. However, this persistent weather
kept reminding me that it would delay Allenby’s advance on Jerusalem,
and rob him of his great possibility. So large a misfortune to our lion was
a half-encouragement for the mice. We would be partners into next year.

In the best circumstances, waiting for action was hard. To-day it was
beastly. Even enemy patrols stumbled along without care, perfunctorily,
against the rain. At last, near noon, in a snatch of fine weather, the watch-
men on the south peak flagged their cloaks wildly in signal of a train. We
reached our positions in an instant, for we had squatted the late hours on
our heels in a streaming ditch near the line, so as not to miss another chance,
The Arabs took cover properly. I looked back at their ambush from my
firing point, and saw nothing but the grey hill-sides.

I could not hear the train coming, but trusted, and knelt ready for per-
haps half an hour, when the suspense became intolerable, and I signalled
to know what was up. They sent down to say it was coming very slowly,
and was an enormously long train. Our appetites stiffened. The longer it
was the more would be the loot. Then came word that it had stopped. It
moved again.

Finally, near one o’clock, I heard it panting. The locomotive was evi-
dently defective (all these wood-fired trains were bad), and the heavy load
on the up-gradient was proving too much for its capacity. I crouched be-
hind my bush, while it crawled slowly into view past the south cutting, and
along the bank above my head towards the culvert. The first ten trucks
were open trucks, crowded with troops. However, once again it was too
late to choose, so when the engine was squarely over the mine I pushed
down the handle of the exploder. Nothing happened. I sawed it up and
down four times.

Still nothing happened; and I realized that it had gone out of order, and
that T was kneeling on a naked bank, with a Turkish troop train crawling
past fifty yards away. The bush, which had seemed a foot high, shrank
smaller than a fig-leaf; and I felt myself the most distinct object in the
country-side. Behind me was an open valley for two hundred yards to the
cover where my Arabs were waiting, and wondering what I was at. It was
impossible to make a holt for it, or the Turks would step off the train and
finish us. If T sat still, there might be just a hope of my being ignored as a
casual Bedouin.

So there I sat, counting for sheer life, while eighteen open trucks, three
box-waggons, and three officers’ coaches dragged by. The engine panted
slower and slower, and T thought every moment that it would break down.
The troops took no great notice of me, but the officers were interested, and
came out to the little platforms at the ends of their carriages, pointing and
staring. I waved back at them, grinning nervously, and feeling an im-
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probable shepherd in my Meccan dress, with its twisted golden circlet
about my head. Perhaps the mud-stains, the wet and their ignorance made
me accepted. The end of the brake van slowly disappeared into the cutting
on the north.

As it went, I jumped up, buried my wires, snatched hold of the wretched
exploder, and went like a rabbit uphill into safety. There I took breath and
jooked back to see that the train had finally stuck. It waited, about five
hundred yards beyond the mine, for nearly an hour to get up a head of
steam, while an officers’ patrol came back and searched, very carefully,
the ground where I had been seen sitting. However the wires were properly
hidden: they found nothing: the engine plucked up heart again, and away
they went.

Mifleh was past tears, thinking I had intentionally let the train through;

- and when the Serahin had been told the real cause they said ‘bad luck is

with us.” Historically they were right; but they meant it for a prophecy, so
I made sarcastic reference to their courage at the bridge the week before,
hinting that it might be a tribal preference to sit on camel-guard. At once
there was uproar, the Serahin attacking me furiously, the Beni Sakhr de-
fending. Ali heard the trouble, and came running.

When we had made it up the original despondency was half forgotten.
Ali backed me nobly, though the wretched boy was blue with cold and
shivering in an attack of fever. He gasped that their ancestor the Prophet
had given to Sherifs the faculty of ‘sight’, and by it he knew that our luck
was turning. This was comfort for them: my first instalment of good
fortune came when in the wet, without other tool than my dagger, I got the
box of the exploder open and persuaded its electrical gear to work properly
once more.

We returned to our vigil by the wires, but nothing happened, and eve-
ning drew down with more squalls and beastliness, everybody full of grum-
bles. There was no train; it was too wet to light a cooking fire; our only
potential food was camel. Raw meat did not tempt anyone that night; and
so our beasts survived to the morrow.

Ali lay down on his belly, which position lessened the hunger-ache, trying
to sleep off his fever. Khazen, Ali’s servant, lent him his cloak for extra
covering. For a spell I took Khazen under mine, but soon found it becoming
crowded. So I left it to him and went downhill to connect up the exploder.
Afterwards I spent the night there alone by the singing telegraph wires,
hardly wishing to sleep, so painful was the cold. Nothing came all the long
hours, and dawn, which broke wet, looked even uglier than usual. We were
sick to death of Minifir, of railways, of train watching and wrecking, by
now. I climbed up to the main body while the early patrol searched the
railway. Then the day cleared a little. Ali awoke, much refreshed, and his
new spirit cheered us. Hamud, the slave, produced some sticks which he
had kept under his clothes by his skin all night. They were nearly dry. We
shaved down some blasting gelatine, and with its hot flame got a fire going,
while the Sukhur hurriedly killed a mangy camel, the best spared of our
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riding-beasts, and began with entrenching tools to hack it into handy joints,

Just at that moment the watchman on the north cried a train. We left
the fire and made a breathless race of the six hundred yards down-hill to
our old position. Round the bend, whistling its loudest, came the train, a
splendid two-engined thing of twelve passenger coaches, travelling at top
speed on the favouring grade. I touched off under the first driving wheel
of the first locomotive, and the explosion was terrific. The ground spouted
blackly into my face, and I was sent spinning, to sit up with the shirt torn
to my shoulder and the blood dripping from long, ragged scratches on my
left arm. Between my knees lay the exploder, crushed under a twisted
sheet of sooty iron. In front of me was the scalded and smoking upper half
of a man, When I peered through the dust and steam of the explosion the
whole boiler of the first engine seemed to be missing.

I dully felt that it was time to get away to support; but when I moved,
learnt that there was a great pain in my right foot, because of which I could
only limp along, with my head swinging from the shock. Movement began
to clear away this confusion, as I hobbled towards the upper valley, whence
the Arabs were now shooting fast into the crowded coaches. Dizzily I
cheered myself by repeating aloud in English, ‘Oh, I wish this hadn’t
happened.’

When the enemy began to return our fire, T found myself much between
the two. Ali saw me fall, and thinking that T was hard hit, ran out, with
Turki and about twenty men of his servants and the Beni Sakhr, to help
me. The Turks found their range and got seven of them in a few seconds.
The others, in a rush, were about me—fit models, after their activity, for a
sculptor. Their full white cotton drawers drawn in, bell-like, round their

slender waists and ankles; their hairless brown bodies; and the love-locks

plaited tightly over each temple in long horns, made them look like
Russian dancers.

We scrambled back into cover together, and there, secretly, T felt myself
over, to find I had not once been really hurt; though besides the bruises
and cuts of the boiler-plate and a broken toe, T had five different bullet-
grazes on me (some of them uncomfortably deep) and my clothes ripped
to pieces.

From the watercourse we could look about. The explosion had destroyed
the arched head of the culvert, and the frame of the first engine was lying
beyond it, at the near foot of the embankment, down which it had rolled.
The second locomotive had toppled into the gap, and was lying across the
ruined tender of the first. Its bed was twisted. I judged them both beyond
repair. The second tender had disappeared over the further side; and the
first three waggons had telescoped and were smashed in pieces.

The rest of the train was badly derailed, with the listing coaches butted
end to end at all angles, zigzagged along the track. One of them was a
saloon, decorated with flags. In it had been Mehmed Jemal Pasha, com-
manding the Eighth Army Corps, hurrying down to defend Jerusalem
against Allenby. His chargers had been in the first waggon; his motor-car
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was on the end of the train, and we shot it up. Of his staff we noticed a fat
ecclesiastic, whom we thought to be Assad Shukair, Imam to Ahmed Jemal
Pasha, and a notorious pro-Turk pimp. So we blazed at him till he dropped.

It was all long bowls. We could see that our chance of carrying the wreck
was slight. There had been some four hundred men on board, and the
survivors, now recovered from the shock, were under shelter and shooting
hard at us. At the first moment our party on the north spur had closed,
and nearly won the game. Mifleh on his mare chased the officers from the
saloon into the lower ditch. He was too excited to stop and shoot, and so
they got away scathless. The Arabs following him had turned to pick up
some of the rifles and medals littering the ground, and then to drag bags and
boxes from the train. If we had had a machine-gun posted to cover the far
side, according to my mining practice, not a Turk would have escaped.

Mifleh and Adhub rejoined us on the hill, and asked after Fahad. One
of the Serahin told how he had led the first rush, while I lay knocked out
beside the exploder, and had been killed near it. They showed his belt and
rifle as proof that he was dead and that they had tried to save him. Adhub
said not a word, but leaped out of the gully, and raced downhill. We
caught our breaths till our lungs hurt us, watching him; but the Turks
seemed not to see. A minute later he was dragging a body behind the left-
hand bank.

Mifleh went back to his mare, mounted, and tock her down behind a
spur. Together they lifted the inert figure on to the pommel, and returned.
A bullet had passed through Fahad’s face, knocking out four teeth, and
gashing the tongue. He had fallen unconscious, but had revived just before
Adhub reached him, and was trying on hands and knees, blinded with
blood, to crawl away. He now recovered poise enough to cling to a saddle.
So they changed him to the first camel they found, and led him off at once.

The Turks, seeing us so quiet, began to advance up the slope. We let
them come half-way, and then poured in volleys which killed some twenty
and drove the others back. The ground about the train was strewn with
dead, and the broken coaches had been crowded: but they were fighting
under the eye of their Corps Commander, and undaunted began to work
round the spurs to outflank us.

We were now only about forty left, and obviously could do no good
against them. So we ran in batches up the little stream-bed, turning at
each sheltered angle to delay them by pot-shots, Little Turki much dis-
tinguished himself by quick coolness, though his straight-stocked Turkish
cavalry carbine made him so expose his head that he got four bullets
through his head-cloth. Ali was angry with me for retiring slowly. In
reality my raw hurts crippled me, but to hide from him this real reason
I pretended to be easy, interested in and studying the Turks. Such succes-
sive rests while I gained courage for a new run kept him and Turki far
behind the rest.

At last we reached the hill-top. Each man there jumped on the nearest
camel, and made away at full speed eastward into the desert, for an hour.
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Then in safety we sorted our animals. The excellent Rahail, despite the
ruling excitement, had brought off with him, tied to his saddle-girth, a huge
haunch of the camel slaughtered just as the train arrived. He gave us the
motive for a proper halt, five miles farther on, as a little party of four
camels appeared marching in the same direction. It was our companion,
Matar, coming back from his home village to Azrak with loads of raisins
and peasant delicacies.

So we stopped at once, under a large rock in Wadi Dhuleil, where was
a barren fig-tree, and cooked our first meal for three days. T here, also, we
bandaged up Fahad, who was sleepy with the lassitude of his severe hurt.
Adhub, seeing this, took one of Matar’s new carpets, and, doubling it
across the camel-saddle, stitched the ends into great pockets. In one they
laid Fahad, while Adhub crawled into the other as make-weight: and the
camel was led off southward towards their tribal tents.

The other wounded men were seen to at the same time. Mifleh brought up
the youngest lads of the party, and had them spray the wounds with their
piss, as a rude antiseptic. Meanwhile we whole ones refreshed ourselves.
I bought another mangy camel for extra meat, paid rewards, compensated
the relatives of the killed, and gave prize-money, for the sixty or seventy
rifles we had taken. It was small booty, but not to be despised. Some
Serahin, who had gone into the action without rifles, able only to throw
unavailing stones, had now two guns apiece. Next day we moved into Azrak,
having a great welcome, and boasting—God forgive us—that we were
victors.

WAR IS THE P.
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