The Eagle’s of Barrosa   by Tom Conlon   
They say you don’t see a battle, you hear it; a volley of musketry to your left, a shell to your right, the cough of canister being fired at an advancing column, and the drums, forever beating. 
Ensign Keogh took off his shako and wiped his forehead, as he did so, his blonde hair came down over his eyes and blocked his vision. He clumsily brought the hair back and repositioned the shako on his head. For his age he was a rather handsome boy, indeed, he was still a boy, only fourteen years old but old enough to die for his king, country, regiment and flag. For here he was, just east of the now Spanish Capital, Cadiz; fighting an army for a reason he did not understand, in a field, facing the massed French Imperial forces. He stared down the long line of red-jacketed battalions and he knew that none of the men knew why they were here, it was their job to go where the army wanted and to fight whomever, for whatever reason the army deemed fit.

Sergeant Masterson, using his luxury as senior sergeant, stepped out of the ranks and address Keogh.
“Hot business sir.” he informed Keogh with a smile. He was the only Englishmen in the 87th Irish foot, his mother having travelled with her Irish husband to Dublin, abandoned the young Patrick Masterson to a future he should not have survived. Masterson was the only person in the company who looked out for the nervous, stumbling and all round liability that was Ensign Keogh and so Keogh felt he had made an unlikely friend in the relatively young sergeant.

“Yes” the word came awkwardly from Keogh’s mouth. In this strange foreign country, he was to face his first battle, in this strange place called Barossa. Keogh who had been distracted by men in the blue jackets of the Royal artillery regiment unlimbering their 6-pounder guns, looked back at the sergeant. “Have you ever been in a battle sergeant?” Keogh’s voice, only just broken, quivered slightly as he spoke.
“Aye sir, that I have.” Masterson gave a sigh as he spoke.

“What was it like?” Keogh asked quietly, he knew as an officer it was frowned upon to speak to a sergeant in such a friendly manner, although Keogh could not see why not. The sergeant seemed as nice a man as any he had met on the playing fields at Eton, if not kinder. He knew if he ever disclosed these feelings to any of the other officers he would lose any of the respect he had gained in the past year while garrisoning Cadiz. 

“It was grand sir”, Masterson said giving a reassuring smile to the ensign, as only a caring father could. Masterson looked away quickly and watched the first cannon balls skip above the British line and lose themselves in the woods.
“You know it’s a flog-able offence to lie to an officer sergeant,” Keogh made this threat half-heartedly, only just managing to build up the courage to make it. Masterson looked at him. As if deciding whether to disclose the horrors of Corunna to the nervous young wreck.

“Has a girl ever been disloyal to you sir?” Keogh frowned, taken aback by the forwardness of the remark. If this were any other officer, Masterson thought, then he would likely have been taken away, tied to the tripod and flogged until the flesh on his back was red, raw.

“Only once”, Keogh had to swallow had his words just to get them out, he proceeded to wipe away what looked like a tear to Masterson who could not be sure!
“Well, ya know the feeling ya get, sir, when ya find out?” Keogh nodded. “That’s the only way I can describe battle sir.” The words came out grimly and gave the impression to Keogh that Masterson could not explain it, but wanted to give the ensign an answer. The two of them stood watching the cannon balls flying above and through the British ranks. “That girl sir, was she why you joined the army, if you don’t mine me asking sir?” It took Keogh a few minutes to reply; finally, he managed to squeak out an answer.

“Yes.” He paused a few more minutes before speaking again. “I thought I could impress her by being a hero, commander of a battalion, returning victorious at the side of Wellington; telling her he could not have done it without me.” He laughed, “I sound like a fool.”  
Masterson put a kind hand on his shoulder, “It’s alright lad, that’s the only thing the army can’t take away from us, the ability to dream.” Keogh looked at the sergeant and smiled. He knew he should not show weakness to any man from the ranks, but he trusted Masterson and knew he would keep silent.

“Sergeant I...” Keogh froze, his words lost, the same silence engulfed the whole British line, the sound piercing the air and chilling the soul. When they had told him what it sounded like he had thought they were exaggerating, but here he was hearing the sound that had carried the Eagle of France all over Europe, the beat of the drums, which pushed the French Battalions onwards to victory boomed over Barrosa.

Sergeant Masterson tapped his hand against his thigh in time with the drums. Boom boom boombaboombaboom, the drums paused for a heartbeat and Keogh gasped as a mighty cry came through the smoke. Masterson saw the look on Keogh’s face and laughed. “That always gets people the first time sir” he reassured Keogh with a smile as another cry of “vive l’Empereur” broke through the smoke. “I think I had better fall back in sir.” he said quietly as Captain Have walked down the front of his company.

“Masterson.” Keogh said so only the sergeant could hear.

“Yes sir?” the sergeant said in the same tone.

“Thank you sergeant.” Keogh turned his head and gave a small, nervous smile. The sergeant returned the smile and took his place in the line.

Keogh looked back at the Royal Artillery’s deployed cannons. The men were holding long handspikes, which they now used to position the gun towards the enemy. An officer was priming the lock, while a sergeant blew on a piece of burning rope until it glowed and, on the orders of the officer, put it to the lock; The cannon shot back on its wheels and a round shot skipped a hundred yards into the smoke. The rest of the battery followed, warming their barrels, it was still enough to give Keogh a start.
“You never heard cannon fire before mister Keogh?” Keogh jumped and turned clumsily on the spot to find Captain Have starring at him with a look of humour on his face.

“Yes sir, in Cadiz sir.” He said with his usual nervousness. The captain, who had been anything but welcoming to the ensign, gave a mocking unfriendly laugh.

“Good luck Mister Keogh,” and with that the captain walked away. 
Keogh carried the curved sabre of the light infantry company’s and regiments, he had never used it, but he guessed today that he would wield it for the first time in the face of the enemy. It worried Keogh that he had never used it, for he doubted know how to use it effectively. Keogh decided to seek help from an officer who had acted as Masterson had, “Mister Neville sir?” he asked, walking the length of the company to address the lieutenant standing on the right flank.
“Ah Keogh, how can I be of service?” Neville replied with a smile.

“I was wondering sir, if you could help me with the use of my sabre?” Keogh blushed from the realisation of how foolish he sounded.

“I would be delighted my dear chap.” Neville took a step back and drew his sabre. “First you wrap this loop around your wrist, so the sabre doesn’t fly off when you swing and hit a poor devil in the eye.” Neville gave a humorous smile. “Then, you just try and hit the men in blue, watching you don’t hit any of our gallant young men in the red when you do so. If the sword gets stuck in their stomach, you kick”. He imitated the manoeuvre in the air “and you twist.” the lieutenant was tall and handsome with a well-trimmed black moustache.  “Easy as that Mister Keogh!” Neville’s’ cheerful face disappeared as he saw blue-coated infantry coming through the smoke. “Ah. Looks like you should return to you place Keogh.” He said grimly.

“Yes sir, and thank you sir.” He added as he started to walk away. Neville gave a small bow and then went about adjusting his belt.

The Voltigeurs were doing their usual job of running ahead of the main French forces to protect them from the enemy’s own light companies. A “small war”. Now both the small war and the main event had caught up with Ensign Keogh. Captain Have took a deep breath in and blew two sharp blows on his whistle.  The light company advanced.

Keogh marched to the left of the company, sergeant Masteson marching to his right. The sergeant looked over at Keogh and gave him a wink, then gestured to Keogh’s sword, which was still in its scabbard. Keogh gave a gasp as the realisation of how foolish he looked marching into battle without a sabre in hand.  Clumsily, he drew his curved sabre, having to fall out of his marching rhythm to achieve this. Taking the advice of Lieutenant Neville, he wrapped the loop around his hand and rested the sabre on his shoulder so it curved over it. Captain Have blew one long blow on his whistle and the well-drilled Irish light infantrymen broke ranks and spread out in skirmish order; the light companies from all the other battalions in the line did the same. Officers stood at the back and strolled behind the men making sure they were all doing their job. Keogh stood behind Sergeant Masterson not knowing where else to go. He knew what his job was, but he lacked the confidence to do it. 
“Hold it men, wait until there within range!” Captain Have stood at the front of his company, confident that no bullet could hit him. All the men had cocked their muskets, “FIRE!” the muskets shot back into the men’s shoulders and the powder sprang from the pan, stinging and blackening the men’s faces. 
For a few seconds the captain stood still starring through the smoke shot forward by the musket fire. Then he fell, arching his back as he did so, a bullet in his spine. Keogh looked on in shock, not expecting to see his commander die so soon. 
“The old captain sir, he wasn’t very popular.” Chuckled a crouching private, who had already reloaded and fired at a Voltigeur, the man spun around as he fell, there was a constant fire now from both sides, four men -not including the Captain- were already dead and it seemed to Keogh that six Voltigeurs were also sprawled on the floor. The men worked in pairs, one fired while the other reloaded, picking off targets and then loading as fast as possible. Keogh watched and tried to see what was happening through the smoke, the French cannons were firing above their heads, the round shot taking away men in the line 100 yards behind. To his right he could see Neville directing the fire and Keogh knew that, as the only other officer, in the already under strength company, he should be to. Two men fell back in the centre of the line as the French kept up the fire, faster and stronger than the British.
The Voltigeurs were shooting then moving, reminiscent of the light division trained by Sir John Moore, a man to Keogh’s right spun round blood flowing from his mouth, Neville was desperately shouting at the nearest men to fire at a group of French pinning down the centre of the line.  To the horror of Keogh, Neville fell, blood spreading across his white breaches. Two corporals picked him up and started to move him back to the battalion until the lieutenant screamed at them to leave him and get back to the fight. 

Still the men of the 87th’s light company were taking heavy losses and some now stepped back before being pushed into place by the sergeants. 

“Now, now, boys, what would your mother say seeing you being beaten by some frogs?”, the men reluctantly moved back into place and continued to pour ineffective fire on the enemy.  

 It took a few minutes for Keogh to realise; he was the last officer left. Aged only fourteen and by default, he had been seeded command of a company in his first battle.
 “Sir, sir!” Sergeant Masterson, being the senior sergeant in the company was now second in command, and rushed to his officers’ side. Keogh starred at the Sergeant for a few seconds and then at the men falling back, blood spilling from their wounds until it became clear to him, for the first time what he had to do.

“FALL BACK!” he screamed at the men, then realising they could not hear him over the noise of battle, he ran over to the body of Captain Have, now at the back of the company, ripped the whistle off its strap and gave two long blows on it,  the whole company started to sprint back towards the battalion. 
Men ran while carrying the wounded, including Lieutenant Neville, to the surgeon now busy in the woods behind the long line of red-coated battalions. His head down, the surgeon worked as fast as he could amputating anything needed. A cannon ball spun into the woods and struck a tree trunk, the wood splintered and fell down like shrapnel onto the surgeon and the wounded. Lieutenant Neville lay next to the maimed surgeon, a splinter of wood between his eyes.    
The light company formed up on the right of their battalion and were met by Major Gough on his huge grey mare. “Where is Captain Have, Keogh?” he asked. 
“Dead sir.” Keogh, for the first time since joining the army spoke in a confident and cocky tone. Gough opened his mouth but nothing came out, he was shocked by the death of Have but more so, by the change in personality of the young ensign who now did not look at him.

“And you left him down there did you?” he gestured to the open field where the other light companies still fought.

“Dead weight sir,” Keogh said bluntly.

“Yes... yes I suppose so.” The Scotsman recovered from the shock, straightened himself on his horse and turned away. “Carry on Mister Keogh.” he called.
The Voltigeurs and light companies were running back to their own regiments now the small war was over for the day, except for a company of the 95th that used their long-range Baker rifles to pick off men in the main French force. French officers fell back; hit by the men they called grasshoppers because of their green jackets, these men were the best of the light infantry, trained by the late Sir John Moore. They worked independently to pick off the enemies’ officers and put the French force into disarray.  

Sergeant Masterson came to Keogh’s side. “You ever seen a French column sir?” he didn’t wait for an answer, merely gestured towards the smoke filled field, the drums, which had been beating all the way through the light infantry engagement, grew louder as the front rank broke through the smoke. Line after line of the blue-coated men came through the smoke. The French column was an incredible sight. All the battalions in a brigade formed into a long battering ram like formation, designed to break through the thin red line, only two ranks deep. All of Napoleons marshals had adopted this formation and had won many victories. That was until a new British general arrived, one that knew how to defend against such a force. This man was now marching towards the massive engineering feat that was the secretive lines of Torres Vedras.
Above each battalion in the French column shone a golden Eagle, the standard of France, hung from the same pole on which the Eagle was perched. Keogh stared at the Eagle, taken in by its beauty, the wings of the Eagle were spread out to its sides and its head was turned to its right, beak open as it sat on top of an “N”, for Napoleon. Keogh slowly lowered his head and stared once again in awe of the massed column now marching towards the British infantry. 
How could they beat it back? He thought to himself, and then he shook his head, they must, they must win, he did not know why, all he knew was this was his company and this was his war. He starred at his regiment’s colours; the British infantry did not need to follow any bird, two flags were enough to motivate the men, one for the regiment and one for the monarch. Keogh looked back at his sergeant. “How popular am i with the ranks sergeant?” he did not wish to make the same mistake as Captain Have. The sergeant smiled.
 “I wouldn’t recommend standing there anyway sir,” Keogh laughed for the first time, felling the fear in him roll off his tongue with the laugh. 

French artillery continued to rip holes in the ranks and the shouts of sergeant and corporals redressing, the British ranks were audible above the sound of battle. A cannon ball skipped through the light company’s ranks killing three men and taking another’s leg. “Close up, close up!” the corporals and sergeants shouted shoving people into the gaps. Now, the British artillery had a visible target, they used their secret weapon, Shrapnel shot was the latest British invention to be used in battle. The shell was fired from the cannon so that it exploded above the column and showered them with the musket balls from inside the shell. The casing had also turned into an unlikely weapon as it drops down with the musket balls and buries itself in the men below. Now Colonel Shrapnel’s invention was ripping huge holes in the column, while the riflemen picked off the officers and sergeants.

The men of the light company had all reloaded and stood starring at the advancing column silently, every now and again, someone made a joke and a few men laughed more out of fear then humour. “My wife could lay a gun better than this sarge!” said private Cooper, one of the least intelligent of the company, after a cannon ball skipped up and over the battalion and rolled to a stop somewhere in the woods behind. As soon as Cooper stopped talking a shell exploded within the ranks, taking away his legs “CLOSE UP” shouted a sergeant and cooper was taken away to make space for the next solider.

“Looks like your wife’s laying the guns now Cooper” Sergeant Masterson shouted as Cooper’s now limp body was dragged away. Some men laughed, cooper had not been particularly popular with his comrades.

Still the British artillery fired into the column with shrapnel and round shot, tearing huge holes where only a strange pink mist remained. The Voltigeurs had formed up at the back of the column, which had advanced, and now only 300 yards from the British line. 

The band of the 87th Irish foot started up with the blood chilling notes of their bagpipes. The drums, temporarily drowned out, by the slicing sound of the pipes, were brought back into life with a cry of “vive l’Empereur!” boomed over the Irish band and brought the men back to focusing on its advance. From a distance, the column looked as if it was aiming at the battalion to the 87th’s left, in fact, it was heading straight for them and Masterson knew it. “Close up em ranks! Where’s ya ramrod Perkins?” the boy, only eighteen, spluttered something about losing it. “You mean ya forgot to take it out, stupid boy, here!” he throw a dead man’s musket at him. “who else is missing a ramrod?” nobody answered “come on, I’ve seen a few of you tappin ya muskets instead of usin a ramrod, now come on hands up!” two slow and embarrassed hands went up. If you did not have a ramrod, it meant you had lost your cool and had forgotten to take it out before firing. Nobody wanted to admit they had lost their cool, in a firefight it was the only thing that kept you alive. Nevertheless, everyone does it once and is forgiven after a time of not living it down.

The column was within two hundred yards now and the drums where loader than ever, the artillery from both sides were causing heavy losses. The men of the royal artillery were sponging out the inside of the cannon, putting in a new cartridge followed by a new shell from the ever replenished pile of ammunition; the cannon rocked back and the smoke belched out. Shrapnel rained down on six moustached men in the middle of the column. Their blood sprayed into the sky and fell as rain drops onto the men around them. 

Now they were only one hundred and fifty yards from the British line, and a flurry of orders went down, “PLATOON FIRE!”, they didn’t really need to tell the men in the ranks, they knew what they had to do and the half company’s-platoons-knew when to fire. Now the column was barely one hundred yards away and closing, the drums beating them on. It was time to show them why the British army was feared by the French. “MAKE READY!” the men pulled back the hammers on their muskets. The sergeants walked down the line, keeping the men calm. “fire at their legs boys, stop their dancing.” Now only eighty yards away. Keogh took a deep breath in and let it out slowly-seventy yards. He had had no intention, leading a company at his first battle-sixty yards-but it seemed he had no choice-fifty yards-, now the French column was within effective range of the muskets. “PRESENT!” -forty yards. The lieutenant in command of the first platoon looked at his major, who nodded. “FIRE!” the first platoon fired, then the next lieutenant gave the same order and his platoon fired, and then the next, and then the next until the grenadier, one, two, three and four company had fired, with only a five seconds difference. Only the light company was left “FIRE!” Keogh screamed at half his company. “FIRE!” Sergeant Masterson screamed. 

Normally a lieutenant or ensign would give the order, but seeing as there was only one officer left in the light company, Masterson took the place of the missing officer. The men squeezed the trigger and the butt of the musket went back into their shoulders adding to the bruises caused by previous battles and engagements, again the powder sprang from the pan and stung their faces; Instantly they began to reload as the first platoon fired again. They bit the tops off the cartage and primed the pan. Two company had just fired as they poured the reminder of the powder down the barrel followed by the ball and wadding which was spat down. The ramrods clattered out of their loop holes and pushed the ball home. After remembering to take the ramrod out, the men cocked their muskets and brought them to their shoulders. “FIRE!” Keogh once again screamed followed by Masterson and the two clouds of smoke went forward blocking their view. The only way they knew whether their bullets struck home, was from the screams and the thuds as the bullets struck flesh. 

The volleys were dealing heavy losses to the French. Each volley put the first rank to the floor, blood spraying in the air. A shine of the golden light showed through the smoke as the eagle fell, the standard-bearer with a bullet lodged in his stomach. The next men picked it up and with a cry of “vive l’Empereur!” the new standard-bearer assured the men that the eagle of France still moved forward. Simultaneously a bullet smacked him in the chest and once again the eagle fell, followed by a new man taking his place. Despite the heavy losses, the French column marched on and still the volleys and artillery of the British tore into the French. Each shell blew back several men, each volley spun at least a half dozen to the floor.  

The French artillery was still beating the line, a shell exploded in the 67th ranks blowing a leg into the 87th‘s grenadier company. Finally, something happened in the French column, shouts from different officers until orders went to the men. “Formulaire en ligne!” slowly and clumsily the column started to form into line the volleys and rifle bullets plaguing their ranks. The officers of the 95th rifles told their riflemen to take out the officers organising the French, hoping that the lack of leadership would put the French into disarray. Unfortunately, the men still firing and reloading in their platoons realised, the French had organised into a new line. The new line out gunned the British and now they started taking the punishment.

Keogh watched his men, and when needed he gave them the order to fire, his eyes and throat screamed with pain from the smoke. “FIRE!” he once again screamed to his men adding to his pain. A shell exploded within the company to his left leaving only a high-pitched ringing in his ears, wiping his forehead with his sleeve, he noticed a streak of blood came off with the sweat, lifting his hand to his forehead he found a long deep cut running across. His mouth open in surprise only just recovering in time to give the order. “FIRE!” the pain surged through him, the crackle of the muskets sounding like a frigate firing all its guns at once. 

Sergeant Masterson cupped his hands together and shouted something at Keogh as his earring came back to him. 

“LOOKS LIKE A SHRAPNAL WOUND SIR!” Keogh cupped his hand and screamed back.

“IT’S FINE SERGEANT DONT WORRY ABOUT IT!” once again he gave the order and once again the platoon fired. 

Now the French line was returning the volleys, balls sped past Keogh’s head ripping the air. The fire from the French did not match the British in discipline and speed, but they made up for it with numbers. Another noise was audible now, the smacking of musket ball hitting chests. Captain d’aguilar of fourth company, staggered blind, across Keogh’s company, just in time to receive the full blow of the platoons volley. His body lay in front of Keogh; who gagged, and just stopped himself from emptying his stomach at the sight of the disembowelled Captain. 

A ball struck his shako of his head and another his scabbard denting it, and making it impossible to slip his sabre back. Still the volleys of both sides crashed against each other, both sides obscured by the thick cloud of smoke that hung between the two lines. Two divisions of French infantry now fired volley after volley into the redcoats, while only one division of British infantry tried to win the day, with discipline and speed. The artillery of both sides still made huge holes in the ranks, their cannons adding to the crescendo of noise that echoed around this once peaceful place. Redcoats fell at an alarming rate; Keogh’s light company now down to only half strength and the grenadier company quickly depleting.

After what seemed an eternity of noise, smoke, death and fire, orders started to carry down the line. 

“’TALION, FIX BAYONETS!” the screeching sound of steel pulled out of scabbards sounded merciful in comparison to the volleys, the click of the long blades as they fix into place on the end of the muskets. The men stood to attention, the bayonets gleaming in what little light came through the smoke. Keogh gripped his sabres hilt even tighter now, feeling the sweat seep through his once white gloves. 

The colonel of the 87th walked to the front of his men and looked at them, not caring about the bullets racing past him, nor picking up his hat as it was struck from his head. He raised his sword “FAUGH A BALLAGH!”His men echoed it back at him as they charged forward, no one noticed as a bullet struck the Colonel in the back. Keogh screamed with everyone else, screamed as if that alone would kill the waiting French line. Running, sword in hand, Keogh’s fear had turned into pure anger, the adrenaline making him fearless, to his right a man was punched back by a bullet, to his left a man fell screaming-a bullet in his leg. 
Now he was in the smoke, chocking with every breath, stumbling over the dead, his sword slashing the air. He could see them, a musket barrel through the smoke, then an arm, then a line of shocked blue coated infantry. They stared wide eyed, not expecting the Irish warriors screaming their strange language in their faces. All order was now lost, there were no rules, no drills, just savage men born in a gutter, taught by the cruel ways of Dublin, Edinburgh and London. Keogh had none of these men’s experience and as the men in front crashed into the French, who had not yet fixed their bayonets, he realised he did not care. He slashed down with his sword as he met the Frenchmen; he felt a shudder go down his arm as it made contact with a man’s skull. Twisting and kicking the man away, he dislodged his sword and saw Sergeant Masterson stabbing his bayonet into the stomach of a French Captain. Keogh turned in time to see a French sergeant lunging at him with barred teeth, he parried the bayonet, with skill he did not know he had, and drove his sword into the sergeant’s neck. After again dislodging his sword, he carried on with the same anger, screaming as he slashed down on a young private. All around him the redcoats had turned into the feared devils in red, they stabbed as they screamed and all the time they killed. Repeatedly blades went in and came out dripping red,-the French where shaken-the younger had already turned and run; now, only the officers and experienced stayed in their positions. Keogh had moved on to another man, when he saw it, he knew it was to be his. He started to run towards it, parrying a bayonet, he rallied the nearest men, they knew what the prize was and they knew it was theirs, Sergeant Masterson also saw it, he saw the group now running towards their prize and knew he must be there too. He finished off the man in front with a stab of his bayonet and followed the shining light.

Keogh fought his way through the crowd of disorganised French, towards the only group of organised enemy. The French grenadiers had circled around the eagle and protected it from the merciless redcoats. The man in the centre was barley seventeen and the equivalent of an ensign in Napoleons army; He stood white with fear, holding tight on the long wooden staff, at the top, the Eagle of France shone through the smoke like a beacon. Keogh ran, his men followed the same goal; at least a platoon of men from all regiments in the brigade followed the ensign. All knew what awaited if they succeeded. The grenadiers saw the threat to their standard and sifted focus to the charge, all wore moustaches on their faces and all knew the dishonour they would earn if they failed to defend the eagle. 

Bayonets raised and bloodied the British shouted war cries of all languages. The Irish screamed their regiment’s cry which had been shouted many times since the initial charge. The Scottish with the cries of their ancestors and the British, screamed like the mad terriers thrown into the ratting pit. Keogh screamed his own mad cry of vengeance and suddenly Sergeant Masterson was next to him, “FAUGH A BAllAGH!” still rolling off his tongue. A grenadier protecting the eagle fell back from a rifle bullet and that gave Masterson the perfect opportunity, he charged through the gap and split the defenders into two groups. Keogh parried a bayonet and slashed back with his sabre, the man fell back clutching his exposed stomach, again, Keogh felt no fear as he fought the ruthless French elite. 
A redcoat fell, his face a mask of blood, a Captain from the 67th fought on with a massive wound in his leg. All wanted the glory. All wanted to see the Eagle in their hands. Now the French were backing off, only slightly, seeing that the British were losing two men for every one of the grenadiers. Red coats now saw the small battle develop and reinforcements came to share the glory, adding to the weight of red against the blue.  Keogh’s ears were ringing, the sound of the battle strange and muffled, still he screamed and still he killed. Now he saw an opening. The young officer holding the staff shook his head. His sword looked pathetic and shook with fear in his hands. Slowly Keogh moved towards him, sword raised he spat as he screamed, bringing the sword down onto the young man’s head. He crumbled under the swords weight and force, slumping on the staff. Keogh grabbed it and held it aloft. 
“FAUGH A BALLAGH!”, instantly he regretted advertising his victory, as four huge grenadiers turned and bellowed their vengeance, none could bear to let the emperor down. Keogh parried one bayonet but took another in his leg, it crumbled under his weight and he had to lean on the staff for support. The Frenchmen grinned and went for the kill, the young ensign, his fear flooding back, closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, he heard a scream, felt the air being cut by a bayonet and then felt a friendly arm on his shoulder. 
“Bejabers, boys, he has the cuckoo!” Keogh opened his eyes and saw Sergeant Masterson beaming down at him. The men were laughing while groaning men lay on the floor dying. 
However, the French where running. Keogh stood up, leaning on the staff; he wiped the blood from his sword on the French flag and tried to return it to his scabbard, before remembering he could not. He looked up at the captured eagle, people had said it could not be tamed but here was merely fourteen, holding the Eagle. Surrounded by cheering men. His men. His Eagle.

