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Ken Catran’s latest novel for teenagers is a poignant romance set during World War 1. Harry Wainwright is 17, not quite 18, but he can’t wait to enlist for the Great War - so instead of going back to boarding school he runs away to war. He does this with the assistance of his sweetheart, Jessica. They are a wholesome Edwardian couple, steeped in all the respectable morality of their age. Both are in love with romance. Their letters begin idealistically and enathusiastically but gradually both young people learn of the horror of war and its associated cynicism. Rather than a depressing read, this is an interesting chronicle of the times and a charming portrayal of innocent love. **Finalist in the Senior fiction category of the NZ Post Children’s Book Awards 2003**
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Dedicated to Bertie William Bentley Shaw,

killed in action at Gallipoli, 1915.
            
 

And to Bentley Shaw Catran and Kenneth Moses,

killed in action, World War Two.
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Prologue
            

1915. World War One is in its second year. On 25 April at 4.30 pm, New Zealand troops land on the shores of Gallipoli to be plunged into action immediately. They are part of an Allied Expeditionary Force that also includes Australian, Indian, British and French soldiers.
Their mission is to force open the Dardanelle Straits and take the Turkish capital of Istanbul — thus knocking Germany’s ally out of the war.
Between April and November of that year, they cling to their trenches in the lower slopes; fighting in near-impossible terrain against a determined and stubborn foe. But their bitter and heroic battles do not bring victory. In November, the Allied Forces begin to withdraw.
They had suffered some 140,000 casualties, dead and wounded. Turkish casualties were close to 250,000.
New Zealand’s first force ashore numbered 8000. By November, the total of our dead and wounded would equal that number.

         



    

  
    
      
         
Letters from the Coffin Trenches
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Dear Jessica
My first letter! And nearly my last free words because tomorrow the army will own me, body and soul! You know how Mother and Father feel about enlistment but they say the war will be over in six months.
I felt a bit mean when they saw me off, both relieved that the subject would not be reopened until the end of term. And not knowing that with the help of a certain young lady, I changed trains at the next station. Did I give you enough for the ticket?
There are a lot of young men on this train and I suspect we are all going to the same place. And Jessica, when the train reached the hill I got up, nearly falling over the man beside me. It was his fault for stretching his long legs all over the place! I hacked his shin but didn’t mean to as I ran down the carriage to the next and the next and to the end car. And you were there at the hill, on Trouncer, waiting. The way your hat was knocked off in the blast of air as you rode alongside . . . It was very daring to come so close, Jessica, but I swear our hands did touch. The bright look in your eyes was better than diamonds.
Then you fell behind, the whole sunset like a red banner behind you. I stood there until the sky was black and imagined I could still hear your pony in the beat of train wheels. It all came home to me, Jess, that I might not see you again. That made your support all the more important.
Jessica, I felt as though I had donned my shining armour, mounted my trusty steed and galloped over the castle drawbridge. You waved at me from your turret as long as I was in sight. It was a great moment and one I shall always remember.
            
I’m not a dreamer, Jessica. I’ve hunted with Father and know what bullets can do. But the Empire needs her young men against this terrible menace. Our King has sent out a call, just as old King Arthur would have, and I must answer. Mother and Father will understand in time, I know they will.
When I got back to my seat my long-legged companion was asleep but I managed to wake him as I got over. He growled that I’d hacked one shin on getting up, the other on coming back, so did I want to begin on his ribs next? I said sorry again and he went back to sleep.
I am writing this in the train but my words are not jiggled all over the place because we are stalled for two hours. There were rumours about enemy sabotage — some dear old lady became a little hysterical — but it turned out to be a derailed stock car, not the German emperor and his minions!
On the station wall is one of those enlistment posters. You know, with Lord Kitchener’s splendidly moustached face and his finger pointing directly to your eyes — Your Country Needs You! Well, I could smile back because I’m doing what the old boy wants.
I should mention it’s morning and I had a somewhat wakeful night. Sleeping in a train is never easy when your companion snores, his head always coming down on your shoulder. Then the impudent rascal tried to see what I was writing! So I backed my paper on to a book from my valise and, of course, he read the title.
            
‘Morte d’Arthur?’ he said, smirking. ‘Knights of the Round Table — I take it you are planning to enlist?’
            
‘I take it you don’t know the meaning of privacy,’ I replied. A good riposte, Jessica, you will agree.
He just laughed — a skinny fellow, big-nosed and big-eared. He had on a decent tweed suit and little cap and looked educated. My riposte should have shut him up instead of producing a hoot like a train whistle.
Anyway, he’s gone back to sleep and I’m finished. Will get up and post this at the station. If my hooting companion gets his shins booted again, that’s his bad luck.
Your own Round Table knight, Jessica, otherwise Harry Allan Wainwright.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
I was given your letter by Pick Johnny at the hotel, as arranged. Joy! And only time for a short reply because today is market day.
It was so wonderful galloping after the train to say goodbye, but an anti-climax, too, because Trouncer lost a shoe and I had to walk three miles to a blacksmith. It was near eight when I arrived home and you can imagine what Mother said.
Blessings, Harry. What you are doing is so right and brave. I longed to don armour like Joan of Arc and follow. Oh, now Mother is calling and I’m bursting with things to say. What an awful scribble this is!
Mother calling again, that imperious note!
Must dash. Will post this when she’s not looking.
Jessica, your lady of the castle.


         
Dear Jessica
My second letter, hot on the heels of the first. This, in the station waiting room because after I posted number one, another delay was announced. To much disapproval, I might add. So I decided to fortify the inner self and ordered sandwiches and tea. You know my appetite, Jessica — remember the time of your mother’s fresh-baked tarts? I know she will never forget.
            
Anyway, I was wolfing the first sandwich and noticed my long-legged ‘Hooter’ companion sitting near me. He had a cup of tea and clinked two ha’pennies, looking wistfully at the buffet. Well, he was an impudent knave, but you can’t see a man go hungry, so I offered to share my sandwiches.
            
Help yourself, I said, and he did, Jess, with haste! Three sandwiches disappeared in short order. He apologised, saying he was ‘between funds’ and expecting a money order. So I bought us a couple of cream buns and his went like snow on a hot stove.
We introduced ourselves then and he said his name was Frederick Muller. I thought he said ‘Miller’ at first, but he repeated ‘Muller’. He nodded (as though expecting my reaction) and said his folks were Austrian immigrants but he was a natural-born New Zealander.
But the Kaiser’s greatest ally is the Austrian Empire, and there’s been a lot in the newspapers about spies so I had to be careful. There have been attacks on people from Central Europe — silly spy scares — but I don’t hold with that. I just excused myself and went back to the train.
            
I hoped he’d taken the hint and would sit somewhere else but, no, he didn’t. Even smiled and thanked me again for the sandwiches. I just nodded. I felt uncomfortable, Jessica, but one has to be careful. So we finished the journey in silence. I think he knew why but didn’t say anything.
I’m finishing this letter now in another station waiting room before I seek lodgings for the night. Tomorrow I will report to the Army Recruiting Office and that will be a solemn and honourable moment. I will think of you as I take the oath. As we arranged, send any letters care of Wellington Post Office.
Remember, Jessica, our secret place where we pledged this. The creek and golden gorse flowers all around, as though bestowing their blessings. I was your knight, Jessica, and you trusted me.
I will write directly I have enlisted.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
This letter must also be swift and secret because we are expecting company for dinner and soon I must help Mother prepare. She met your own mother today, who remarked that she was expecting a postcard from you at school. So they are not yet suspicious that you have gone!
I think you were right to be careful of your companion. He may’ve been quite innocent but one simply can’t take chances these days. After all, German warships have been reported as close as Australia! I’m reading your letter under cover of the Ladies Home Graphic and it does make me miss you. And brother Benjamin, of course, in France by now and a very poor correspondent!
            
It was good of you to buy the ‘Hooting’ fellow some sandwiches. I recall how you stood up for that fat little cry-baby at school — Rupert Creel. Remember?
            
War thoughts are very strong. The Rev. Pearson preached a tough sermon about Empire women putting their shoulders to the wheel. That got the church pews astirring and already Miss McLeod and Miss Trevor are eyeing each other. Of course you know the Old Wound between them, so look out for sparks!
            
Mother is calling, so I dare not delay. Your next letter will be from Private Harry Wainwright. I can hardly wait.
Yours always,
Jessica


         
Dear Jessica
Well, it’s done! We got into Wellington late afternoon and I looked around for lodgings. A cab driver with the worst old nag you ever saw said he knew a place.
It was not much to speak of. The old lady in charge made a big fuss about me being a Brave Lad of Empire but still asked for the one-and-sixpence in advance. She offered dinner as an extra (mutton stew and tapioca pudding — ugh!) and I thought about those lovely scones you bake, Jessica. With raspberry jam and whipped cream on top.
Wellington is a big place and stinks awfully of horses — cars and trucks, too, and the exhaust fumes are enough to make you sick. Lots of shops and people, and the noise is terrific. And by chance, Jessica, my lodgings are just opposite Wellington Girls’ College — didn’t they beat you at hockey last year?
So, this part of the letter is written in my little room with the blare of traffic outside. Lights are expected to be off at nine o’clock but I shall be too keyed up to sleep. I will continue this tomorrow, Jessica, when I have enlisted. Oh, it does thrill me with fire and resolution.
So, finishing off now and thinking of you.


         
Private Harry Wainwright

No. 6841

reporting for duty!
            
I left my trunk at the boarding house and walked down to the depot in Featherston Street. The office opened at nine and already a queue was forming, with a sergeant major, a big burly fellow, strutting up and down outside. He looked splendid in his uniform, with the most brightly polished buttons you ever saw. He showed a vast expanse of white teeth as he grinned at me.
‘Coming to enlist, lad?’ he asked, beaming at me like a favoured son when I nodded. ‘Yes, you are the sort,’ he went on. ‘Stand in line.’
There were a lot of chaps my age and older. The fellow in front looked nearly forty and I swear had blacked his hair. Anyway, the line moved up and I filled out a form at the first counter. A tall thin captain eyed me up and down. He asked for my birth certificate and I said I’d lost it and my father would be sending another in the mail.
He replied that the Post Office would be putting on a special delivery for all these lost certificates to be mailed, and they laughed. The sergeant major had come in and gave a loud bellow of mirth. ‘And these lads must bring their own towels, being wet behind the ears, sir!’
More laughter, but nothing unkind. The captain motioned me to the next room and — well, we had a medical inspection. I won’t bore you with the details but suffice to say I now know how a horse at market feels. Yes, they even looked in our mouths and when I told the doctor I was eighteen he just rolled his eyes and asked if my second teeth were through! Then it was clothes on and outside again, to wait.
            
There was still a long line at the enlistment table and I heard the thin captain ask one, had he misspelled his name, Muller? The answer came, no, it was spelled M-U-L-L-E-R. The sergeant major marched over and shouted, ‘Frederick Muller, and is the Kaiser your uncle, me lad?’
Well, it was Hooter Knock-knees from the train. Absolute silence descended as Hooter said his father had emigrated from Austria. Poor fellow, he looked so thin and gangly, so uncomfortable, twisting one foot around the other leg. The sergeant major was still bellowing, did he just get off one of those Hun raiders?
Well, I went forward and said I knew him from the train last night. The captain (acid as old Charty, my maths teacher) asked whether, on the basis of those few hours, I knew anything about him. I replied only that I’d tripped over his legs and he looked too skinny to be a Hun.
There was silence, Jessica, then the captain chuckled, the sergeant major bellowed and everyone laughed. Except Mr Frederick Muller, who looked ready to sink through the floor. But he was waved on to the medical room and thereafter joined me in line. Then we all went through to another room and the captain came in. We had to stand in line and he raised a hand and swore us in as soldiers.
            
He gabbled a bit, but it was still a solemn moment. I thought of that great painting of King Arthur’s knights preparing their quest for the Holy Grail. Their all-night vigil, kneeling at the church altar in full armour. Then we all got given a shilling, the King’s shilling, and the captain said the sergeant major would take over and he left.
The sergeant major showed his vast expanse of teeth again and stamped up, twirling his moustache. One of the men, Brasso he called himself, who had been loudly telling jokes, called out, ‘Well, Sarge, take pity on us, we are in your clutches.’
Some of us began to laugh and an enormously loud ‘Shaddup!’ split the air like a factory whistle. It was the sergeant major and he walked up — no, strode up with boots of iron — to Brasso, who shrank about six inches. He stuck his moustached face very close before roaring, ‘You horrible little rabbit-turd — you address me as Sergeant Major and never until you are spoken to. Is that understood? Because you — are — in — the — army — now!’
            
He said it very loud, sounding like an express train roaring through a tunnel, his last words like giant fingernails screeching down a blackboard.
We all stiffened and knew it from that moment on.
Oh, Jessica, we are in the army now.
Yours, the enlisted man
Harry


         
Dear Harry
Wonderful to know your parents have let you stay in the army. I heard it through that most infallible of sources, the town grapevine. Everyone is quite proud of you.
I’m packing for school. Another term at the tender mercies of the Misses Bulstrode and I’m expected to win the hockey cup this year. Harry, remember we’re not allowed to ‘have communication’ with young men so make sure you write to the St Aidan’s Post Office and they will hold the mail there. It’s easy enough for me to slip out — I’ll just lead the hockey team past on a training run!
Rupert Creel has joined up. His dad gave a speech as local MP last school prizegiving and went on and on. And Rupert’s sister goes to Woodban, our arch-rival for the cup. Funny to think we’ll be sparring while you and Rupert are comrades-in-arms.
            
Must dash, Mother is calling. Oh yes, and Aunt Kate is coming to stay — thank heavens I shall be spared that.
Jessica
P.S. Contretemps! Trouncer leapt her fence to the stallion paddock. I think I got her out in time but one never knows.


         
Dear Harry
This letter follows hard on the heels of my last. It is an awful letter because I am so ashamed and disgusted with myself. Do promise not to scold me because I could not feel worse than I do now.
I’m not sure how to begin. Of course we’ve been having fund raising benefits for the soldiers in France. Apparently life is quite hard in the trenches and we had a knitting competition for socks and scarves.
We are sending off food parcels too and there was a little rivalry about who made the best tomato chutney. Miss McLeod won but not without comment because Miss Littlejohn put it about that she (Miss McLeod) had borrowed a jar of tomato chutney from her cousin — a long-term prize-winner. Of course, Misses Littlejohn and McLeod have never liked each other since their cats had that fight.
Anyway, we organised the sock and scarf knitting competition and Miss McLeod won by three pairs of socks. But then Miss Littlejohn claimed she’d had help from her live-in companion, Miss Evans, and the fat was really in the fire! Such an argument, Harry — they all but went at each other with their knitting needles. The vicar had to step in and for a moment he was in peril. Poor Rev. Pearson, because he does need them both for the flower arranging.
Anyway, Mrs Pearson stepped into the breach. She organised a panel of experts to re-examine all the socks for tension, stitch and so on. They did so and duly confirmed Miss McLeod the winner. Well, Miss Littlejohn went quite purple and burst out that Miss McLeod couldn’t knit for toffee, that her socks lost all shape after a few washes. And that she (Miss Littlejohn) would obviously rather knit for the Kaiser than accept such skulduggery.
            
Well, Harry, the thought of Miss Littlejohn knitting for a trench full of Huns in their spiked helmets was so ludicrous that I laughed. I couldn’t stop laughing and Mother ordered me out! Quite a few others had their hands over their mouths too and, once outside, I simply bawled. They must have heard me in the hall.
To recover my composure I went down to the railway station to see if the mail-train had arrived. It hadn’t but the stationmaster said it was due shortly. I sat down on the platform to wait, hoping there would be a letter from you.
Anyway, there was a young man there. He was rather thin, in civilian garb and a big overcoat. He was reading the paper and sighed loudly as he did.
Of course I don’t speak to strange men but he looked so pale I asked if he would like a glass of water. He shook his head (in rather cavalier fashion, I thought) and said the casualty lists were depressing him. He said no war was worth such a cost in human life.
Well, tell that to the Kaiser, I thought! So I replied that yes, the Marne and Mons battles were dreadful but we had turned back the Hun. I mentioned how at Mons the British soldiers had seen that wonderful shining angel figure in the skies. I also told him you had joined up and were not even eighteen.
            
He listened in silence, then said, ‘Well, your Harry is dashed silly to have done such a thing.’ He said the war would catch up soon enough, without rushing headlong to meet it. That you would realise this for yourself, but then it would be too late.
Harry, you can imagine how I felt! This pale young man with such a bitter twist to his mouth. A civilian — who was he to talk about duty and sacrifice? So I went out back to where Mr Warren keeps his hens and secured a feather — a white feather, Harry — then returned, and presented it to him. ‘This is for you,’ I said, ‘as a fitting reply to your sentiments.’
The train was coming in as I spoke. The young man did not look angry but smiled in his bitter way. He actually stuck the feather into his buttonhole and said, ‘Thank you. I shall wear it in honour of my comrades lost on the Marne. And believe me, young lady, I saw no angel.’
The train was at the station and he went over. His trouser leg rode up as he went on board and I saw the artificial foot. He was an amputee! Oh, Harry, I went over and rapped at the window as he sat down. He looked at me with that bitter smile, worse than a scowl because he did not seem angry. Then the train left and I felt the most stupid awkward fool in the entire world.
            
Of course it brought home to me what might happen to you, or to Benjamin in France, and that is awful to write. Such a sacrifice is so much more than words and knitting socks. Harry, I don’t want to go back to school. Womanly skills and hockey are just not important. I didn’t like that man’s bitter little smile — it hinted of things I should know about but do not. It said I was a stupid girl who understood nothing.
This is a long letter, Harry, and not uplifting, but I think I have learned something. I hope I have.
Jessica
P.S. Another telling-off from Mother! It seems Miss Littlejohn was thoroughly offended by my laughter. She has taken her knitting skills elsewhere! Mother says it is my fault and it is high time I learned some ladylike decorum. She says she will write to the Misses Bulstrode about this.
Harry, I have so much to think about.


         
Dear Jessica
I’m settling into army life, not without a few mishaps. I dropped my rifle presenting arms the other day and spent the next two days learning the gentle art of peeling potatoes. We are drilled unmercifully and my poor toes are as swollen and red as radishes in their first week of army boots. The food is fairly plain but we are hungry enough to eat old boots garnished with socks.
Our officers are fine men and would do themselves whatever they demand of us. Colonel Malone was a lawyer in civilian life but we could not have a better commanding officer. Major Groves is a real swashbuckler with a big laugh, and our company captain, Captain Fields, knew all our names in the first week. And what do you know, the junior lieutenant is none other than Rupert Creel, courtesy of his father pulling a few government strings, no doubt.
Don’t worry about that fellow at the station, Jessica. You weren’t to know and I dare say he was very upset at losing his foot. Even so, he should have shown a few more manners. We won’t talk about that any more. We’re still far from the battlefield and such dark thoughts.
There are about 20 men in my barracks. They’re all different sorts, Jess, and it took a little getting used to them: some gangers, wharf labourers, shearers, even a draper’s clerk. All different men from different stations of life and I have a lot to learn. I grumbled once about some fairly insipid mince and a former rail ganger, one Bob Moran, told me if I wasn’t happy, then I should go home to Mummy’s cooking. He was brought up in one room, with two meals a day if he was lucky, and the army gave him his first decent clothes and boots.
            
I’m promoted to marksman (courtesy of all those rabbits I’ve shot!) and the Enfield is a good reliable rifle. We’re taught rapid shooting, too — the ‘mad minute’ clip after clip. It stopped the Huns on the Marne and will do so again.
As for Private Fred Muller (the ‘Hooter’ — remember him?), his troubles have come to a head. To be fair, he is the author of his own misfortune. We get lectures about the war and Hun tyranny and, after one, Hooter stuck his hand up. He said surely Russia had started it by backing Serbia — after revolutionaries had shot an Austrian archduke, then all the nations had been pulled in by their complicated treaties. The instructor told him to shut up and not be so stupid.
Hooter’s just not accepted by anyone, Jessica. Sergeant Roper refers to him as ‘Herr Muller’ or ‘Von Muller’ on parade and the slightest lapse brings extra duties. On most days when we have finished ‘square-bashing’ Hooter is left alone, presenting arms or marching with shouldered firearm. Captain Fields has tried to help him. He very decently offered Hooter a discharge and of course the obstinate fool said no. Jess, he actually said the army would have to kick him out. Is a man like that worth helping?
Things are pretty rough for him in the barracks. He gets illustrations of the Kaiser, marked ‘Uncle’, pinned to his pillow, and rubbish dumped on his bed. Even his sheets slashed, which means his pay gets stopped. I caught little Rennie (the draper’s clerk) doing it a second time and booted him away. Hooter doesn’t spend a lot of time in barracks because he’s usually working off some punishment.
            
I went to Rupert Creel about it, feeling there was no harm in the chap. This was a most disagreeable experience. Creel just looked right through me (ignoring the fact we were once school mates) and said private soldiers should address complaints through non-commissioned officers. Meaning, of course, that I should tell Sergeant Roper, who has taken such a dislike to Hooter.
Anyway, it came to a head last Sunday. We had church services and yet another lecture from an army chaplain about why we were fighting this war. It was, he said, to ensure that truth, honour and freedom remained in this world.
So up shot Hooter’s hand. He said a newspaper editor in Britain had been arrested for saying the Belgian atrocity stories about Huns pinning babies to barn doors with bayonets were untrue. And so (Hooter asked) where does truth and freedom feature there?
The chaplain hesitated, then said, well, in wartime certain measures had to be taken and citizens had to trust their leaders. So up went Hooter’s hand again. If the war was about truth and freedom, then why were they the first casualties? Creel jumped up and told Hooter to ‘shut his mouth’ and stop behaving like a ‘dirty Red’.
Later in the afternoon Creel came into the barracks with Sergeant Roper. He said our company was a laughing stock and must sort itself out. He said we were soldiers, not a debating society, and we must take care of it ourselves.
            
So that’s it, Jessica. There is trouble simmering, thick as a witch’s brew and I fear that Private Muller won’t be in the army much longer. Serves him right if he continues to ask for trouble.
The bugle has blown — time for lights out, so must close.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
This is a very short and sharp note indeed, having just received yours.
Harry, where is your sense of honour? I don’t deny Hooter sounds an awful prig but he’s right about truth and freedom. Do you remember our picnics when you would read Morte d’Arthur? We both loved the passage where Sir Percival rode to the assistance of a lone knight being attacked by a gang. He did not stop and ask the reasons; he knew what was right.
            
The Germans are supposed to be the bullies, not us. You hated bullies at school so what has changed now? And if this sounds snappy, Harry, it is jolly well meant to.
Yours
Jessica
P.S. Trouncer did tarry too long in the stallion paddock. Happy event in ten months’ time.


         
Dear Jessica
I know how knights must have felt under a hail of arrows! What a short and sharp barrage that was! You were right, though, old thing. I was standing by and that isn’t right. And I’m glad I got your note because everything came to a head the next Sunday.
The chaplain preached a lusty sermon against Germany and how the forces of heaven were arrayed on the side of Britain and France. Afterwards, Hooter had laughed and said to nobody in particular that once Britain and Germany were allies against France and who did heaven frown on then?
After lunch we went back to barracks and everyone gathered around Hooter’s bed. Brasso (card-sharp and street politician) said they were holding a drumhead court-martial. Said Hooter wasn’t fit for the army and would run the gauntlet until he cleared out or kept shut. That meant a double line of fellows with knotted towels laying into him each night.
Hooter put on a brave show. He said he wasn’t clearing out and nor would he be kept quiet. He had the same right as them to be a soldier and to ask questions. And (he said) if the army did not like that, they could always put him on charges. They hadn’t done that so why should he clear out?
He was right, Jessica, and it was a fair argument. So, feeling like the Black Knight, I went over to stand beside Hooter. I said we were Empire soldiers, not Huns, and whatever happened to fair play?
There were mutterings because I was the youngest — the ‘boy’ among them. Most were just onlookers but Brasso, Moran and O’Donnell led them. And Tiny, a woodcutter, big and thick as the trees he felled, and little Rennie, stirring with a long ladle.
            
So anyway, Brasso said that Hooter had to answer for himself or face the consequences. Now, Jessica, you won’t believe it, but the obstinate fool said he did not have to defend himself and nor would he run a gauntlet. If they wanted a fight, he said, he would take them on one at a time behind the barracks. He said he’d rather take them on at chess but if it had to be fisticuffs, then so be it.
So be it, Jessica! We all trooped out behind the barracks and there was a pause. Hooter said he had the right to choose and he picked Moran first. Moran! A tough lout, very accustomed to settling arguments with his fists. Anyway, I was elected Hooter’s second, and they stripped off and shaped up. The fight did not last long.
I have to say Hooter did well. He’s wiry and fast and landed a few on Moran but got more than a few back and finally an uppercut that floored him. Loud applause greeted Moran’s victory as Hooter staggered to his feet. He said he would fight O’Donnell the next night.
So the second night we all went out and once again Hooter put up a good fight. But Sergeant Roper had had him square-bashing long after we were dismissed and he was tired. At least O’Donnell stopped when he went down.
Duncan, a butcher, was Hooter’s choice for the third day. By then he was a mess — one eyebrow split, his nose bashed, both eyes blackened. Captain Fields saw it on parade and asked what had happened. ‘I walked into a door,’ replied Hooter, and Fields just nodded. After that, though, Roper eased up on the punishments. Of course Duncan smacked Hooter flat.
            
On the fourth night there was not such a large crowd. Some of the men stayed behind in the barracks when we went out. This time Hooter selected Tiny. Well, a ton of bricks could fall on Tiny and he wouldn’t notice. He hesitated and I said that Hooter was in no condition to fight, so I would.
Hooter told me to get back because this was his fight. He shaped up to Tiny and even landed the first punch but was already tottering. Tiny could have smashed him but just stood there and shrugged. ‘I’m not fighting you,’ he said.
Little Rennie piped up that he would but I back-handed him away. And the other fellows felt as I did, that Hooter had taken more than enough punishment. So we went back to barracks and I fetched a basin and water to make some repairs to Hooter’s face. Tiny stood awkwardly by and so did some others. Finally Tiny growled that Hooter was a stubborn cove and why the hell was he such a stubborn cove?
Hooter shut his mouth in that obstinate line but I muttered ‘Say something!’ so he opened it again. He said his uncle died in jail because he had agitated against the Austrian Empire. It was a criminal offence to be against the emperor and plead for democracy. Hooter’s father had been exiled and had come to New Zealand. Then, when war started, Hooter’s family were damned as foreigners and their shop burned — a lamp overturned by a stone through the window. Hooter was a school teacher and lost his job so he joined the army but would have been conscripted anyway.
            
Silence greeted this and then Tiny asked why he hadn’t said as much sooner and saved himself a knockabout. Hooter said he’d joined by free choice and because he owed something to the country that had protected his mother and father. But he wasn’t letting anyone push him around.
There was more silence and O’Donnell shuffled his feet and frowned. I knew what he was thinking because O’Donnell airs his opinions about his own country (Ireland) and what, he says, Britain has done there to anyone who listens. Hooter broke the silence, saying he would be ready for the next fight in a day or two and little Rennie looked terrified.
So I spoke up, Jessica, saying whoever fought Hooter could also fight me, and resigning myself to loose teeth and bruises. Then Tiny said they’d have to fight him too, and O’Donnell said the same. And Brasso said, ‘Let’s save it for the Huns.’ And I said that was an end to it, and in the interests of harmony perhaps Hooter could temper his smart remarks.
There was silence. Then Tiny asked who ‘Hooter’ was. Of course, it was the first time I’d used his nickname aloud. So I had to explain his hooting at me on the train and there was a big shout of laughter! Now Fred Muller is Hooter to us all and he likes it. He showed me a photograph of his mum and dad before he went to bed. They were little solid people, not at all like him.
            
I might add, Jess, that sleeping in the bunk under Hooter is like sleeping under a foghorn. I bet when Percival charged to the rescue he didn’t have to put up with that!
Jessica, I needed your sharp words and we are one company now. Thank you.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
A short note at lunch behind the gymnasium. But I will write at length to say how proud I am. I knew you would not let Hooter down and not because of what I wrote. You’re just not the type, Harry. And please tell Moran, Tiny and the others, they’ve gone up a lot in my estimation.
Big news, Harry! Uncle Edward will endorse my going into nursing work at the end of this term. He says it all depends on how the subject is presented to Mother. I must sound like Florence Nightingale, Joan of Arc and at least one other famous woman. Not Emmeline Pankhurst because Mother says it is unladylike to smash windows, even to win voting rights.
So if you think of one, please write. I don’t like these short epistles but the Misses Bulstrode do not consider it proper to write letters to young men and I am under suspicion of this.
Yours in Durance Vile, and longing to hear the hoofbeats of your charger on the drawbridge.
Jessica


         
Dear Jessica
Yet another short note because we are soon on another long, long route march, designed to toughen us for the Hun.
Hooter’s assortment of bruises has almost healed and we talk together a lot. I like him, Jessica. He’s a good chap, even though he does always beat me at chess. Captain Fields inspected him at parade and said he was delighted Hooter wasn’t still running into doors. We heard from Captain Fields’ batman (officer servant, to you civilians) that Creel had a strip torn off him for not stopping it.
Famous women, you say? What about Morgan Le Fay? She caused Merlin enough trouble. Then there’s Cleopatra, Lucrezia Borgia who tended to be careless with arsenic, Jane Austen, Charlotte Brontë . . .
The sergeant’s dulcet tones have sounded, must go.
Yours wracking his brains
Harry
P.S. Maid Marian? Anne of Green Gables? Old Mother Hubbard?


         
My dear ungallant correspondent
My, what a shower of wit, designed I suppose to underline that we poor females must always be second billing to the lion male? Please don’t waste all this sparkling outflow on me. Save some for the army: I’m sure they will make you a general by Christmas! I shan’t forget that letter, Master Henry, and shall give you Old Mother Hubbard when I see you.
Oh, did I just call you ‘Henry’ then? But you don’t like being called Henry, do you, Henry? Such a pity because Henry is a nice name. We are studying the Tudor kings of England at the moment. Henry the Seventh who was a miserable miser, Henry the Sixth who was a milksop afraid of his wife, and Henry the Eighth, an overbearing bully. And the grocer’s delivery boy is called Henry — remember him? Greasy hair and pimples.
I am writing this by candlelight in the dormitory. The others are peacefully asleep and I am vigilant for the footstep of a patrolling Bulstrode. Mother has written to them so I shall know my fate soon enough. Oh, now I’m getting serious so shall stop calling you Henry but we will have words when next we meet!
Anyway, Mother and Uncle Edward are coming up at the end of this week and, all going well, I shall be returning with them. Harry, they will be overnighting at Wellington and Uncle Edward says the army can give leave for the day. Could you? I missed your first one so please try. Uncle Edward will write to your commanding officer and Mother will chaperone us.
            
Oh, Harry, I do want to see you and I hope the cruel hand of fate does not keep us apart. And we shall exchange photographs, Harry — we mustn’t miss each other this time.
Footsteps!
 

Harry! Scribbled in haste in the locker room, the second part of this epistle. I’m supposed to be leading the team out soon. Anyway, at end of term I can go! The Misses Bulstrode put up a last-ditch defence, saying that nurses must have contact with men’s bodies. To which Uncle Edward replied, ‘We must sacrifice to the Empire’s needs.’ Touché!
Please God, see you soon — see you soon!
 

Third part, and written in leisure in our hotel room — after a hectic and crowded day. We had such a short time together and there’s so much I wanted to say but couldn’t think of the words.
I could not believe it when Mother had another of her migraines — so only Uncle Edward came with me to the station to meet you. And to hear that your train was delayed, then delayed again! And there’s nothing to do in a railway station but sit and wait. Such crowds of people and so many different uniforms! I spotted most of them, save one man in a rather baggy blue jacket. Uncle Edward said that was the new Royal Flying Corps. Fighting war in the air, the novels of Jules Verne and H.G. Wells are coming true around us!
            
When the Trentham train did come in, suddenly there were masses of khaki-clad young men swarming everywhere. I was thinking of you in your nice tweed jacket but suddenly realised you were part of that khaki swarm! A needle in a haystack!
After Uncle suggested we should split up, it seemed I was wandering for ages when you called my name. I hope I didn’t look too blank, Harry, but I just didn’t recognise the tall young soldier, however nicely you were smiling! And everything I’d been storing up to say just dried on my tongue. I’ve never been at such a loss for words. I even forgot to formally absolve you of that silly letter, so I do now.
I do remember that smile and you asking me if I was all right. How confident you looked. It was diplomatic of Uncle Edward to make himself scarce when we met at the station cafeteria. I think he thought I would be quite safe, escorted by the New Zealand army!
You kept saying I’d grown but I’m not aware of it. You are taller, I’m sure, and a lot more serious. I hope I wasn’t gabbling nonsense, Harry, because I can’t remember much of what I said. I recall talking about Hooter, I think, and army food and the detestable Creel. 
I can imagine what he’s like — his sister Ursula is bad enough. When we played them at hockey she was always fouling. She hacked my forward, Margot, at goal so I waited my chance and caught her a beauty on the shins. Off she went, hopping and howling, the big baby. Primula Bulstrode made some acid remark about war fever being infectious but we did win the cup.
            
I showed Miss Bulstrode your photograph and she’s put it in the cupboard ‘for safe-keeping’. Apparently photographs of men can cause sleepless nights and ‘uncomfortable thoughts’. I can’t imagine what she’s on about . . . I love thinking about you.
There I go, right off the track again! I should be writing about our meeting, not nasty Ursula and the cup. It was lovely, Harry — a bit painful but lovely. I couldn’t even eat my bun but you demolished it in short order. Then, in that steady quiet way, you told me this was your last leave because the troopships were sailing, destination unknown.
Oh, Harry, ‘destination unknown’ sounds so ominous but of course I have no doubt which gentle country under the dire shadow of the Hun you will find yourself in. It just did not seem real. I loved your calling me Jessie, although Mother disapproves of ‘name sloppiness’. Remember how she always called you by your — ah — full name? And how you wriggled?
I do remember about going to see your mother and father, and you know that I shall. And I shall ride Tristram, too, especially now that Trouncer is with foal. It’s so wonderful that you approve of my being a nursing-aide, Harry — that was best of all. I loved our mad scramble to have our photograph taken together!
            
I must have seemed terribly tongue-tied — then that awful train whistle went like a witch’s scream! I told myself resolutely that I would not make a scene because it’s awfully soppy but I nearly did not manage. The last time, Harry, the last time for — well, for ever such a long time. I was pleased you introduced me to Hooter, who has a lovely grin and seemed to find something awfully amusing. You’re lucky to have a chum like that.
When you gave me your photograph I wanted to burst into tears because I’d left mine in the hotel. I felt even sillier when I realised I had brought the group photograph of me and the hockey team with the cup!
With the whistle going, the soldiers crowding on board the train, it was so wonderful when Hooter came to the rescue, cutting out my section of the photograph — I certainly wasn’t sending you overseas with the whole hockey team, Master Harry! I’ll always remember that big secret-joke grin as I thanked him.
It was so lovely to be kissed on the cheek — would you have dared if Mother had been there? Then you and Hooter having to run for it and just managing the last coach. My arm ached from waving until you were out of sight.
When knights went into battle they carried a token of their lady. I should have given you my glove or handkerchief, or hat ribbon. Instead, you got a cut-down photograph of me, looking prim and victorious, designed for the school annals. But real memory is in the heart, Harry, and that is where I will always hold you.
            
I was a perfect flood of tears by then but so were lots of girls, there to see their lads for the last time. And I’d quite forgotten Uncle Edward but the old brick had just been keeping out of the way. He came up and sat me down and loaned me his handkerchief. I blew my nose quite lustily and, restored to a semblance of normality, we went back to the hotel.
And now you are back in barracks, Harry, thinking about the coming embarkation and trial of battle ahead. We didn’t talk about that — there was lots we should have talked about. I do feel very drained and shall conclude now. God bless you, Harry, and may He guard you in all that lies ahead. I do wish I could stay for the embarkation parade but am sure the people of Wellington will give you a rousing send-off.
Yours with all my heart
Jessica
P.S. A slight contretemps at the hotel. Mother had recovered sufficiently to invite some acquaintances for dinner. She took my photograph folio and opened it with a ‘behold, my victorious daughter’. Well, of course, all they could behold was the gap left by Hooter’s penknife.
            
I explained why (claiming a patriotic motive) and the ladies all beamed. But I know Mother’s special look and excused myself early, pleading a full day. In fact to write this and make sure I’m asleep before she comes up.
God bless you, Harry, until we meet again.


         
Dear Jessica
This will be not as long a letter as you deserve but the day has been full. A dress parade, outfitting of all manner of kit, full kit inspection and finally cleaning our rifles and boots and polishing brasswork for tomorrow’s parade to the ships. There are just a few minutes to lights out, then it’s up with the larks tomorrow and entraining to the ships.
Jess, it was really wonderful seeing you again. I spotted you first but was a complete coward — just stood there with a huge lump in my throat. I don’t know how I managed to squeak your name.
You were so good, smiling while I was bumbling around all over the place, spilling my tea, eating your bun by accident and talking the most awful tripe I’m sure. And you just sat there, smiling in such an angelic way. The hour just whizzed by — I hope the war goes as quickly.
There was so much I wanted to say and still do, but it must await a better moment. Plenty of time on the ship. I have no idea what our ports of call are. Rumours abound: France, Italy, Egypt. My thoughts are the Suez Canal, en route to France. That is the field of battle where forces from all outposts of the Empire are assembling to beat back the Hun.
I did see a tear in your eye at the station and rather fancy there was one in mine. I was glad Hooter was there with his trusty penknife. By the way, old thing, I introduced him as Private Muller but after the photograph business, did you know you said ‘Thank you, Private Hooter’? And you said ‘Goodbye, Private Hooter,’ as we ran for the train! Waving to you I thought of all those things left unsaid.
            
Hooter, by the way, didn’t mind you using his nickname. But when we were seated he did ask whether I had told the whole world and whether he should get his name changed by deedpoll and perhaps take out a notice in the newspapers! I replied that he should consider himself lucky I didn’t use his full nickname, Hooter Knock-knees!
Unfortunately Tiny heard this, so next moment the whole carriage was shouting it and Hooter didn’t speak to me again all day. He relented at supper, but only to ask me to pass the salt. But he didn’t mind, Jess — you should see how he jokes and banters with O’Donnell and Brasso, whose only previous wish was to knock his teeth out.
This is a silly letter to write, and all over the place, but so are my thoughts. Tomorrow we begin the journey to war, marching to the ship with full kit and rifle: real soldiers. The barracks should be full of noise and skylarking, card games and O’Donnell’s unmelodious mouth organ but tonight it bustles with quiet activity and reverie. We are all thinking of what lies ahead.
You have changed, Jess. Taller, I think, and, well, there’s something about you. I’m glad you are leaving that school because you have grown past it. No soldier ever had a better lady and I am proud to be your knight.
            
I will write to you from the ship, but goodness knows when you’ll receive it. And you don’t mind ‘Jess’, do you?
All my love
Harry


         
Dear Jess
My first letter from Cairo, after my first leave. We’ve had a lot of ‘square-bashing’ and route marches to toughen us up after the voyage. The heat is something frightful and every canteen of water we drink is soon sweated out again. Even so, it’s a foreign country and my first. And nor is this a stop-over, Jess. It seems our first foe will be the Turk, not the Hun.
We had been looking forward to the leave. Three days to do just as we liked! Hooter and I had teamed up with Pats and Tiny. Every man in the barracks was excited, with Moran and Brasso loudly speculating on how much beer they could drink. Their leave would be much like the ones at home.
We were paid on parade, seemingly a small fortune in Egyptian pounds. Then we had to attend a medical parade but (since you’re not a nurse yet) I won’t go into details. Suffice to say the doctor warned of certain females who dwelled in certain alleys. He went into detail and even Duncan, who fancies himself a ladies’ man, went pale!
Then Sergeant Major McAllister gave us a talking to. He said one foot out of line and the pyramids would fall on us. He repeated the warning about Certain Females and horrible diseases. He said the bazaars were full of spies, not to mention thieves and cut-throats just waiting to slit our gullets and empty our pockets.
            
He said ‘Gippo’ food would poison us and not to drink the water and their bathtub alcohol would send us blind. He said if any of that happened, we would be up on charges of making ourselves unfit for duty and he would personally command the firing squad. All this, Jess, in that railway express screech we have come to know and love.
            
Hooter reckoned it would be safer to spend the leave in barracks.
There was a lot of discussion about what to do. Tiny wanted ‘slap-up tucker’ first and never mind it was 10 a.m. Pats wanted a look at those Certain Females, just so he could tell home about them. I noticed he put on hair oil and spent a lot of time combing.
            
Hooter wanted to look at the Sphinx and the pyramids. Pats and Tiny laughed at that because every poster and postcard that did not have the pyramids had the Sphinx. So we argued a bit, and agreed on a meal first, then the pyramids, then find a hotel, have a hot bath and another slap-up meal. Pats was still going on about Certain Females but we told him to shut up.
So we had bacon and eggs, tomatoes, fried liver and kidneys and endless amounts of black strong Egyptian coffee, served in very small cups. Then we got ourselves a horse-drawn cab (they are called gharries) and asked the driver to take us to the pyramids. He was a big chap in a long robe like a nightgown and a fez (a hat like an upturned flower-pot) on his head.
Pats leaned forward and whispered in his ear. The driver grinned, showing more teeth than Sergeant Major McAllister, then cracked his whip and we were off.
            
It was hot, Jess! A close sticky heat and the stink of those narrow streets worse than a yard where the cattle have been standing all night. A constant babel of noise, flies, dirt, whole crowds of yelling people. Most of the kids were naked, the women wrapped from head to toe, beggars and merchants jostling, with hordes of mangy, flea-bitten dogs underfoot. They crowded around, shoving cheap junk at us, shouting in their unknown tongue.
We lost Pats in one of those streets. The driver reined and yelled to him but Pats said he’d find us later and he was off like a robber’s dog. Tiny growled that he should have waited until later and Hooter and I exchanged winks. Something told us we would not see Pats for a while.
I’m writing this part later. Jess, you have seen nothing like the Great Pyramid at Giza. The picture postcard I send you simply cannot convey it. It is HUGE — not just huge but monstrous, like a massive stone mountain with steep regular sides. There are two others behind it, nearly as big, like attendant battleships.
Hooter said it was built of thousands of blocks of stone, each weighing several tons. Do you remember how we thought the new two-storey brick department store in town was a big structure? Well, it’s a matchbox compared with this. Tiny was struck silent, shuffling and frowning and looking back to Cairo.
‘They did this?’ he said, referring to the teeming multitudes we had passed through. ‘How could they? Did British builders come over — or French?’
            
‘They did it themselves,’ replied Hooter, craning so far back that he nearly toppled over. ‘Europe was mud huts and caves then.’
Tiny was not convinced. The Sphinx was less impressive: just a huge battered head of stone sticking out of the sand with half the nose chipped away. Tony said it looked bad-tempered and Hooter replied that if someone took a chunk out of your nose you’d look bad-tempered too.
It did make me think, Jess. We look with pride at our major inventions — ships, electricity, tall buildings and the white man’s mission to ‘civilise’ the world. Yet, long before Great Britain even had a name, these people were building in stone. Even long before the coming of Jesus, back before the Bible was written. We think we are here forever but so did they.
On the way back we saw another wonder. It was high up in the sky and for a moment I thought it was a bird but the white wings were stiff and square-tipped. It was an aircraft, about 3000 feet overhead. It was not the first I had seen, and Tiny cheered up at once. Anyone could pile stone on stone, he said, but that — jerking his thumb up — took real intelligence.
            
‘I didn’t realise you were an expert on real intelligence,’ Hooter muttered, and Tiny (who doesn’t understand sarcasm) just grinned. The gharry driver wanted too much money and we beat him down by a third. He took it in good part and saluted us with his whip.
We had a great dinner that night (still no sign of Pats). Tiny and I had steak and roast potatoes and all the trimmings, followed by two helpings of apple pie and cream. Hooter had a big Indian curry because he wants to broaden his tastes. I pointed out he was in Egypt not India, and whatever was in the curry laid poor Hooter low with gut-wrenching tummy pains. We went to see him before going out the next morning and Tiny said anyone with real intelligence would have avoided the curry. Hooter just groaned.
            
And don’t think the sinful delights of Cairo seduced us, Jess! On our way out, two elderly ladies pounced on us. The local British community have formed an organisation to stop soldiers getting lost in certain alleys — whether they want to or not.
So instead of temples and a dance hall, we got a short film on British industry in wartime Sheffield (from cutlery to bayonets), then a talk on wild flowers, and the habits of migratory birds. A whole bunch of Australians rushed out there, flapping their arms and screaming that they were migrating, but that’s Australians for you. Fine chaps but no sense of occasion.
Lastly we received a sermon about helping the backward and underprivileged masses of the Ottoman Empire, this from a nice red-faced old duffer who beamed and asked if we had any questions. I raised my hand because I knew the question Hooter would have asked. How could ‘backward’ people build such incredible temples and pyramids?
He replied, ‘Soldier, monuments in stone are not the measure of a man’s faith, now, are they?’ Told me to read my Bible and I’d see the pyramids availed Pharaoh nothing against God’s wrath. He had avoided my question, the crafty old coot, but all the ladies beamed and applauded. Tea and arrowroot biscuits followed, then it was time to head back to barracks. We picked up Hooter on the way.
            
I told Hooter about the talk. He said Britain and France just wanted to slice up the Ottoman Empire for themselves and he doubted the underprivileged masses would be better off. I wish I’d thought to suggest that.
Pats turned up at the barracks that evening, looking as though he’d been dragged backwards through the gutters. No money, no boots and — he reckoned — no trousers if he hadn’t been a fast runner. It was the guardhouse, of course, and Sergeant Major McAllister swears every potato our battalion eats in Egypt will be peeled by Pats.
We are getting on well, Jess. Some heat rash, dengue fever and a few malaria cases. Off on more route marches soon. Despite rumours, battle seems far distant.
I am always thinking of you. Remember, please, that our letters are read by the censors, so of course there’s lots I can’t say. Do visit Mum, Jess. She likes that.
Hooter is recovering nicely and sends his regards.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
This is a short letter, in the hope it will travel more swiftly than a longer one. I know it sounds silly but I worry that I haven’t heard from you since Wellington. Uncle Edward says not to worry, those detestable submarines are forcing ships to port anywhere.
It’s so like the Germans to use such underhand weapons. After all, they sank the Lusitania and drowned all those women and children — and claimed the ship was carrying war munitions! The British Government would never endanger their citizens like that.
            
I’m miserable, Harry. I’m back from school but still waiting for my application for nursing work to be accepted. You have no idea what a jungle of paperwork must be cut through. No news of Benjamin, either. But my brother was never a correspondent and being in France would not help.
I know you must have written, Harry, but do write again. I am in limbo here, burning to do something but so trapped. I see your mother and father nearly every day. His cough is better and they send their love, as I do.
God bless, Harry
Jessica


         
Dear Jessica
Not ‘Jess’ this time because this is an awfully solemn letter. I have already written to Mother and Father and writing now to you will stop me thinking about tomorrow or rather this morning because it’s after midnight and not for anything can I sleep. So I am crammed in a corner, a stump of candle beside me and writing. Hooter is in his hammock beside me, his eyes shut, but he’s not sleeping. I don’t think many are.
Battle tomorrow. Our troopship carries us onward to that. Thinking about my past letters, I haven’t talked much of Morte d’Arthur and the grail knights but, oddly, now we are so close to battle, it all comes back. Oddly, because the knights would not have understood a war like this — or do ideals never change?
            
A staff officer gave us a talk before dinner. He said the best information we had was that the Turks were totally unprepared and their defences manned by militia little more than illiterate peasants in uniform. And when we held Gallipoli, the Dardanelles Straits would fall, then the Turkish capital of Istanbul. Then (he said) the fall of Istanbul would expose the soft flank of the Hun, into which we would drive and end the war.
This was received with a guarded silence. Most of us had talked to British and Empire troops in Cairo; they said the Turks had stood and fought. So he roared again. Our bombardment would brush them aside like flies (he whacked his riding crop on the rails) and we only had to look around.
            
He was right there because a massive fleet of warships are escorting us. There were rumours of German submarines but nothing happened. I cannot name our warships, of course, but they are great, armour-clad with huge guns. They are well-named, dreadnoughts. When they open up (according to the staff officer) the Turks will be pulverised. Pulverised! He kept repeating this. They’d be smashed to fragments and would run like rabbits!
‘They can’t do both,’ Hooter muttered, earning a look from Sergeant Roper.
After dinner I went up on deck. We are to get an issue of rum tomorrow but I don’t want any. I don’t need spirits to do my duty, Jess, and I will do that. Don’t think the worse of me when I confess to nerves. I’m not in a funk or anything and I’m sure the navy will clear out the Turks in short order. But this is action at last: death or a wound, a foe who will be trying to kill me, as I will them. I think I’m more scared of letting the others down.
Anyway, I went on deck and it was almighty dark. All the ships are blacked out and the Lord alone knows how none collided. Captain Fields and Major Groves were there, the Major talking loudly about finally bloodying his sword in action. His father wielded it before him apparently so it’s practically a family tradition to use it on the enemies of Empire. He stalked off with his big booming laugh and Captain Fields beckoned me up.
He asked me, in that quiet way of his, how I was doing. I said I was ready to do my duty. He saw the bulge in my pocket and asked if it were a Bible. I showed him Morte d’Arthur and he smiled, saying The Iliad would be more appropriate: we were landing within the shadow of fabled Troy and he had no doubt the fighting would be just as epic! He noted your name on the inside cover, Jess, and said he was sure I would do my duty. He even said he was scared when he first heard bullets (yes, Jess, he actually said that) but that the moment would pass quickly.
            
Creel had come up and was listening. He snorted loudly and said the Turks who were not killed would be too busy running, like the coward dogs they were — wasn’t that right, Sir? Fields replied that they were men defending their homeland, and only a fool underestimated the enemy — wasn’t that right, Lieutenant? Then he dismissed me. With an officer like Fields, you can put up with a few Creels.
It is near dawn now. I will draw this letter to a close. All is still quiet around me; none of the usual snores or grunts. I don’t think anyone is sleeping. The whistles will go soon, and we will take up our rifles and 80 rounds of ammunition. Beside me, Hooter has opened his eyes but doesn’t bother to stretch and yawn. He knows I won’t be fooled.
On the other side Moran and O’Donnell have lit cigarettes and actually started one of their eternal card games. Moran is whispering that a leg or arm wound will do him nicely — back to Egypt and a ‘cushy number’ in stores. That is no attitude for a soldier but Moran says ideals don’t stop bullets. Boots are clanging everywhere on the floor now. Tiny is still actually snoring but he would sleep through a thunderstorm. Jess, I have to go. God bless, and don’t worry. Nothing can stop us, let alone a militia armed with rusty guns.
            
If something happens to me, stay good friends with Mother. I know you will. Whistles going, goodbye, Jess.
I am writing this in the first quiet moment for a week. When I say ‘quiet’, it’s a perfect explosion of noise and bullets everywhere. But we have our trenches dug and the beastly foe has thrown his best at us and failed to dislodge.
We did not land until the afternoon at a place called Gallipoli, but there were rumours they had put us ashore at the wrong cove. Anyway, the British and Australian troops bore the full brunt of combat and their poor bodies were everywhere. I will swear that as we splashed ashore, the water was still red with their blood. Where there were no bodies, the beach lashed as though a steel broom had swept across it. It was a devil’s litter, Jess: and I cannot find the words to describe it.
We went up and took our positions and began digging trenches. The Turkish rifles made a flat ‘toc’ sound but they were deadly enough, as the bodies of our poor fellows attested. We are not allowed to speak of casualties, Jess.
Our first came quickly. The Turks are everywhere on the hills above us. We cannot see them but we can hear the nasty crack-whicker of their bullets. Suddenly there was a gasp beside me and Brasso was sliding down, his eyes wide, his shoulder shattered. There was no way to send him down until nightfall and his moans were pitiful.
            
We are here, Jess, and it is still almost unreal to hear the bullets. I must keep this a while because there will be no mail until the ‘front’ is stabilised. One thing, though, is apparent: our foe has neither run nor been pulverised. The Turks are active, stubborn and ready to sell their lives dearly.
The second day we had only a couple of biscuits to eat (army biscuits are guaranteed to crack the teeth) and a few sips of precious water. The Turks still have the high ground and all our provisions will have to come up under their fire.
They attack constantly to destroy our firing positions. They have little hand bombs like cricket balls, which they throw or roll down at us. Captain Fields caught one, shouted ‘Foul ball!’ and threw it back. A little chap, Thomas, tried the same and did not succeed.
The Turks are no cowards. Two came charging downhill and nearly pinned O’Donnell with their bayonets. Hooter and I got them, a boy and an old man who looked about fifty — nothing of the fierce paynim horde there. Their caps and uniforms are of a ragged brown cotton, but these and men like them are holding us.
So we are on the ridges and are digging our trenches. Everywhere we are dominated by the Turk but we shall hold, and the navy gives them a fearful pounding each day. They cannot withstand that for long. We are in good spirits but you would not believe the sight we present. Nobody has shaved or changed clothes for a week, the heat stifles and the flies are everywhere. There is little water but we do not expect to be here long.
            
This is not much of a letter, Jess. The mailbag goes down our trench once a day. I must finish because it stops for no one. So much has happened and I simply don’t have the words. More work with the spade lies ahead — I think we will dig our way to Istanbul. Tell Mother and Father I am in fine fettle and never more proud to be here. Because we are going to stay: the Turk has thrown his best and cannot dislodge us. We are stuck like a bone in his throat and may he choke!
Yours, unwashed and unshaven, spirits high
Harry


         
Dear Harry
I haven’t received a letter since Egypt and do feel compelled to write. We have all received the news about the Gallipoli landings and the casualty lists. It is rumoured they are greater than published and must be growing even as I write.
I went for a long ride on Tristram. Our favourite ride, over the ridge where those lovely little saddlebacks sing. Remember the jokes we would make about them being ridden by pixies?
Over the ridge I went down to the long Harkaway Beach. Harry, it is just about the size of Gallipoli Cove and I was quite alone, the whole beach empty before me. I sat on Tristram and tried to imagine it choked with bodies and ships and the roar of battle, and cried because it was so impossible. And I hate tears. Then I thought you might already have been — well, hurt or something, and that was worse. Poor Tristram could feel it so I galloped him up and down the shallows. Remember that time when we raced? And how Mother scolded us for going out of sight around the headland? Incidentally, Tristram is in tip-top condition and I ride him daily.
Surely, it must end soon. How can Turkey, ‘the sick man of Europe’, withstand the might of Empire? And we have so many battleships: surely we will force the Straits. I hope you are getting enough to eat and sleeping well. They must stop shooting at night, otherwise nobody would get a minute’s repose.
Still waiting for my application for nursing service to go through — apparently many hundred young ladies have volunteered. It must come soon because Mother is dropping hints about another term with the Misses Bulstrode! Never!
            
Mother has asked to read your letters but I make excuses because she does ‘chat’ rather freely. I pray for you and the other boys every night and visit your parents often. They let me read your letters and I tell them mine are the same. Your mother jokes about the same letter twice but they are both very proud of you.
Oh, Harry, I can think of nothing to say that is important or interesting against what you are experiencing.
Do write and tell me what it is like. Anything you want to, anything: what Gallipoli is like, or those trenches you are digging. There must be a lot that is unpleasant but it’s good to share things. Please, Harry. We have always shared secrets and you know I will respect your confidences. I am always waiting and waiting for your letters and Mother scolds me about pouncing on the postman!
Always thinking of you, Harry
Jessica
P.S. My application is approved! I am going to Wellington for training, staying at a nursing hostel there. At last I am doing something!
Jess


         
Dear Jess
I just received your letter and it was so wonderful. I felt like Galahad sighting the Grail, although there is precious little Arthurian romance around us. Harkaway Beach and saddlebacks, Jess: memory can be painful as toothache and bright as the sun.
I am very pleased about the nursing job — I could almost wish for a wound so you could tend me! And I will write about everything, Jess, but remember, the military censor reads these words so some matters must wait. Even in the month I have been here there is much to tell you.
And when I say ‘just received’, that is some two weeks ago. But we have been in the thick of things and a huge racket is still going on. We are pounding the Turks and they are pounding us but even our few weeks in combat have made us battle-wise. Like the last hours of a storm, soon it will die away to the usual grumble.
You may read of this or you may not. And I must be careful because the censor’s black scoring pen is no respecter of sentiments. Enough that having dug in, our generals decided we must take the Turkish trenches above and before us. So it was decided and we would go ‘over the top’ at 4 a.m. Our half-battalion had to take a section of Turk trenches — a ‘salient’ they are called — no more than 100 yards away and you know how fast I can run the 100. So it seemed easy enough: a bombardment to keep the Turk in his trenches, a minute of sprinting and — we were assured — Jacko Turk would show no stomach for our bayonets.
            
Hooter has changed. He has gone from being a gangly thin civilian to a lean good soldier. He was sick in the first week but so were we all. Enough of the old Hooter to mutter that the Turks must have cast-iron stomachs. And had our generals heard of machine-guns.
We went over the top at 4.30 a.m., our half-battalion, roaring and yelling like the good lads we are. But our cheers died in the iron storm that greeted us. It howled, thick with awful death, the first lines going down to a man. Our two corporals, Bert Fagan and Brownie, both down. And as for running 100 yards, well, a small matter of shell craters and barbed wire (uncut by our so-called accurate shell fire) and the Turk machine-guns.
Nor can I say the Turks were cowards. They stood and blazed away at us, some jumping on the trenches to throw grenades. I dived into a shell crater and got splashed with brown goo from head to foot. Hooter was beside me and somebody screaming — Dicko, our runner, dead that minute. I tried to get up and Hooter pulled me down, screaming against the hellish noise overhead.
I don’t think anyone got more than 20 yards from the trench line, and there were more casualties going back because the Turks had us marked to the inch. Back in the trenches, their bullets stitched constantly along the parapets — and we had been assured they were short of ammunition.
We regrouped ourselves. Eighteen dead, including Brownie, and twice that wounded. Captain Fields came along with Major Groves. Groves said we had to attack again because there had been breakthroughs and we had to support them. He waved his sword and said he knew we could do it. The effect was slightly spoiled by a Turk bullet hitting the blade.
            
So the whistles blew and up we went — only it was worse this time because the Turks were waiting and we had to scramble right up into their fire. I don’t know how I got over but I did and we all hit the dirt again, about the same distance from the Turks — which was nowhere.
We were not scared, Jess, and wanting to do our best. So we inched closer, in and out of the shell craters. Some poor chap was blown up into the air beside me. Moran, who has become a ferocious killer since they got Brasso, picked off two of them but we had to pull him down before the Turks turned his head into a sieve. We withdrew again, with the same awful mess getting back in.
I think rum was being dished out as we regrouped but I wanted none. Beside me Hooter was pale, saying surely they would not send us over again, but Captain Fields was bringing more reinforcements into the trench. There was no sign of Lieutenant Creel. Then Groves came up, swishing his dented sword, to say the Turk was nearly cracked: we had to keep up the pressure. He would lead us himself, he said.
This time we scarcely got over the trench line before the Turk machine-guns opened again like a devil’s concerto. Groves went down; Sergeant Major McAllister got the furthest, waving a marker flag, then several guns got him at once. We tumbled back and that was the end of it, Jess. Many a lad I had shipped with was gone. With Brownie and Fagan gone, I was made acting corporal, Rennie the other.
            
For two days that was the pattern of our lives. The battleships thundered their outrage in the bay and little the Turks seemed to care. Reinforcements would come and we would attack, to be cut down and thrown back. After three days of this somebody at staff headquarters on the beach had a brain wave. A night attack, based, says Hooter, on the presumption that the Turks have been so busy killing us all day, they will be sound asleep. Of course they were not.
We got over the trench line, then a whole devil’s mix of flares went up — red, yellow, green, blue — mixing to a ghastly colour as the machine-guns sounded. But this time, Jess, we got there: we were not stopping. It was anger and despair at so many brave lads gone, that this had to mean something. The courage of desperation, if you like, but as the flares burned out we tumbled into the first Turkish trenches.
It was like some rugby scrummage on a black night. Our foe fled or was beaten down but our new lieutenant had not survived and Creel once more was nowhere to be seen. We sent a runner back, then more flares went up and Sergeant Price was hit, so suddenly it was down to Acting Corporal Wainwright. The Turks were yelling in their unknown tongue and potting their grenades at us. There was a machine-gun in the trench with us, a big German one. I fired it down the trench line to keep the Turks away while Tiny and Hooter threw the grenades back.
            
So it went on until first light. I sent another runner but nobody came back and hell’s black din on both sides told us everyone was engaged. The Turks attacked without pause and only the machine-gun kept them at bay. They have a slower beat of fire than ours, Jess. Strange the small things you notice.
Hooter was yelling that most of our men were down; we had to get back. No water, our ammunition nearly gone, our runners not returned. But it had cost us so much to get here and I was too full of desperate anger. Then something hit me while I was bawling at them and when I came to I was being bundled through no-man’s land.
On the way back we found Creel in a shell hole — ‘stunned’ he said. Rennie was cowering beside him, no doubt also stunned. And it turned out that ‘Turk trench’ we took was just an observation post, not worth the blood of one man.
I am too tired to write any more, Jess, and I dare say the censor will have his merry way with a lot of this. Please tell Mother and Father I am well. No need to mention that bump on the head. Hooter says a trench sandbag fell on me but it felt more like the butt end of someone’s rifle. Did I tell you that Hooter brought his fiddle to Gallipoli and regales us with tunes every night? But there was no music when that week drew to a close.
            
Well, Jess, I craved glory and have it by the bucketload.
Yours
Harry

 

         
Staff communiqué to Sir Ian Godley,

Commanding General
            
. . . although the attacks enjoyed only partial success, the Turkish forces are believed to have suffered enormous losses and their morale lowered even further. Ours of course is high and the men keen to go again.
Attention must be drawn to the conduct of Lieutenant R. Creel, whose platoon took a Turkish observation post and held it to daylight when overwhelming forces compelled a retreat. Lieutenant Creel was modest to the point of reticence about his achievement, a confirming account being received from Corporal A. Rennie.
I submit that Second Lieutenant Creel should be promoted to full Lieutenant and Corporal Rennie to Acting Sergeant, they having proved their worth as reliable soldiers. I will forward a more complete account with proposal for a medal for this gallant and unassuming officer.
Staff Major B.J. Wickham


         
Dear Harry
No word yet but I know this to be the mail-ships, not my correspondent. And this letter, my first from Wellington, is to inform you that I am a nursing aide and the lowest form of hospital life! All the dull and dreary tasks will fall my way, the more so now that Staff Sister Atkinson has taken a personal dislike to me.
Staff Sister Atkinson is five foot and five inches of crackling white starch and metal-rimmed spectacles. She runs her ward with a fearful efficiency and the young doctors are quite terrified of her. So, for that matter, are the older ones. Not to mention us lowly beings.
When we first presented ourselves, she asked each of us why we had joined. To do my duty to Empire, I replied — surely, the most proper of sentiments. ‘Indeed?’ she replied. ‘Well let us see what a little work does to your sense of duty.’ There were 15 of us, Harry — mark that, 15.
My first ‘little work’ was emptying bedpans, then cleaning the floors and making beds. There is an art to making hospital beds and Staff Sister Atkinson demonstrated that I lack it completely. She can spot a wrinkled sheet at a hundred paces and made me do all my beds twice. The she went around and demonstrated the swarms of bacilli and germs I had missed when cleaning the floor so I did that again too. We are preparing a new ward for a hospital ship due in shortly.
There were 15 of us that first morning but only 11 by nightfall, the other four back to Mother, sock-knitting and bandage-winding. Staff Sister Atkinson inspected our work and said she’d never seen anything so slipshod and slovenly in all her born days. Then she packed us off to dinner and said tomorrow we could begin again and the ward had better resemble a hospital unit and not a pigsty or she’d know the reason why.
            
‘Dinner’ was mince, watery mashed potatoes, carrots and cabbage. Then it was straight to a very narrow and hard bed, but I was too tired to care. It does sound silly and selfish writing all this because I know your privations are ten times worse but I should like you to know I am at least suffering a little. Must close now, lights out.
Our numbers are down to nine: one gone in the morning without notice, the second flouncing off when Staff Atkinson set us to cleaning the floor and windows again with an injunction to use a little elbow grease this time. But three of my beds passed inspection without being dismembered. Staff Atkinson put on a pair of white gloves and made a thorough inspection. She considered it quite amazing we had managed to clean the ward in only two days. Brenda, beside me, thought it was a compliment and said, ‘Thank you, Miss Atkinson.’
Well, the metal-rimmed spectacles flashed and I’m surprised Brenda didn’t drop dead. In a tone of perfect ice, Staff Sister Atkinson said we were to address her as ‘Staff ’. She said two days was disgraceful and when the poor wounded arrived, we would have to be ten times as fast and twenty times as efficient. There would be lectures after lunch and a modicum of intelligence would be appreciated because the poor wounded would rely on us and heaven knew they had suffered enough.
            
Lunch was vegetable soup, bread and butter and tea. Farm meals are but a distant memory, as I am sure they are to you, Harry.
This afternoon Staff Atkinson showed us medical illustrations of some of the wounds we would have to dress — mutilations and amputations. We were down to eight at the end of it, yet another flouncing out, declaring that Staff Atkinson must be a beastly, heartless machine to expect work like that. I think Staff Atkinson considered it a compliment.
I must say, the pictures were awful and I begin to understand a little of what you are going through — of what your letters leave unsaid.
I must sign off now. A hospital ship is due tomorrow and Staff Atkinson has promised we will work until we drop. She managed to imply that if we dropped dead it would be all the same to her, so long as we did not do it in front of the patients.
This from your ‘nursing’ lady, Harry, and glad to be hard at work.
Jess


         
Dear Jess
Your letter arrived safely and I practically know its contents by heart. It was wonderful to hear from you and a letter came from Mother as well. Father’s cough is back and she thinks he’s doing too much.
Stand up to Staff Atkinson, Jess. At least she’s better than a shower of Turkish bullets — although not by much, it would seem.
The hospital ship you mentioned will have docked by now and you will have encountered some of the things we are familiar with. They will be awful but I am glad the lads will have someone as caring as you looking after them. You will make a fine nurse. At least their wounds will have been attended to and their conditions stabilised by the time they are sent home to you.
As I write, there are more casualties awaiting evacuation to Egypt. The Turks made their own big attack this week, but the first day was a mass attack so for once we were paying them in their own coin.
We had some notice of it. The Turk artillery barrage was heavier and our patrols brought in prisoners and deserters. There was that sense of a storm breaking, like a touch of rain in the air. We were on full alert, more ammunition brought up and Pats (now a machine-gunner) stroked the barrel and said he would make a few widows. This is Pats, the shipping clerk who used to go pale bayoneting a bag of straw. I said, ‘Keep your head down or the Turks will make one.’
            
Captain Fields was in our trench line and Creel beside him. Poor Creel, he’s no fire-eater and the men know it. A night attack. The waiting was difficult with some of the men making wills — even scribbling them on the back of cigarette packets. Then there was a sudden blare of bugles and loud yelling and Captain Fields shouted, ‘Stand to it!’ We mounted the firing steps and the devil’s orchestra began.
            
The Turk artillery redoubled their efforts to keep our heads down. Ahead there was this confused movement in the night shadows, which we realised was hundreds of men running towards us, the moonlight shining on their bayonets. We began firing, Pats hammering his gun beside me, the noise even drowning out thought.
They were the enemy, Jess, and it was kill or be killed. But even so, it was awful to see their whole first line stopped as though it had hit a tripwire. The next went down on top of them and the next and they just kept coming. They swung themselves up from the trenches and charged over, their rifles glinting with those long wicked bayonets. On they came and went down in no-man’s land, the shells falling everywhere. It was more than human flesh could endure. There were pauses, then they would come again.
Jess, do you remember how Morte d’Arthur talked about the holy spirit that inspired knights in battle? Well, perhaps it was something like battle fury. Because you yell and shout and shoot as fast as you can, and you are not scared of bullets because there is no time. Sergeant Roper went down to a direct shell hit — awful! — but no time to think. Captain Fields yells at me to take over the section; he’s wanted up the line. Creel is down too, apparently unconscious.
            
We had a forward post. The Turks concentrated their thrust, hoping to break the line. So on they came, closer and closer — then Pats went down, a mortal wound. I grabbed the Lewis gun, the barrel already too hot to touch, and began firing. Hooter handled the ammunition belts and the whole morning passed as though in a few minutes.
Sometimes there were lulls when we managed to eat a little, have a mouthful of dirty water. Once Hooter looked at me with a questioning look in his eyes as though I were going insane. Then the bugles would scream and the gun would go jerking mad in my hands again and so it went on.
Early afternoon the attacks wore themselves out. No-man’s land seemed strange and somehow changed because it was covered with a lumpy brown carpet, burst with red in places. The bodies of Turkish soldiers, Jess, row upon row of them, and even Moran vowed that they were good fighters and brave men. It was not the end of the fighting but there were no more mass attacks.
Our trench was a mess too. Half our section was down and there is nothing heroic about wounds or death. Creel had found his feet again as Captain Fields came up but Fields practically ignored him. Turned his back and told the rest of us we were b— heroes, Jess. His exact words! He made me acting sergeant to replace poor Roper, who has his ticket to Alexandria.
As I said, it went on all week but the Turks practically spent themselves on that first day. There were thousands of casualties, Jess. Doubtless the papers at home will trumpet a victory and the civilians will exult, but they will know nothing of the reality, even how my wrists ached like fire from the gun.
            
Poor Pats. Remember how I wrote of him disappearing into the back streets of Cairo? I ticked him off pretty strongly at the time but now I just hope he enjoyed himself. And Wylie, a little bantam of a chap who was always laughing. The old bunch has thinned a bit but we are in good heart.
I will write again soon. Must close now, post bag coming.
Always thinking of you, Jess.
Love
Harry


         
Dear Jess
This will follow hard on the heels of the last — you may even get it at the same time. I have a priceless hour to myself and even the foe is behaving — just the occasional artillery shell (returned by us as manners dictate) and the ever-present snipers. Raise your cap an inch over the trench and ‘ping!’ — the Turk will neatly ventilate it for you; just as neatly ventilate your head if you are careless.
Don’t worry, Jess, I have no intention of offering the snipers a mark. Our trenches are narrow but deep, with side areas dug out for men to sit. ‘Coffin-trenches’ they are nicknamed and, like many a soldier’s joke, it is half serious. We of course have snipers too; Moran is ours. He stands all day with O’Donnell spotting through a periscope and has a tally of six so far.
The food and water are slightly better as the clutter on the beach is sorted out but the only regular thing in our diet is flies. Hooter goes to great lengths to avoid eating them, without success. He says you’ll get to go to an officers’ ward because that’s where all the pretty nurses go. I let him know that remark was out of order but he just laughed. Even through the worst fighting, Hooter has kept his sense of humour. You may as well try to freeze hot coals as subdue him.
We had a bad day yesterday that had nothing to do with the fighting. Rather the aftermath of war. It was an odd day that I am still thinking about. A half-day truce had been agreed to so we could bury the bodies. After a week of hot sun, they were badly in need of it. So the Turks came out and it was our first real look at them.
            
They are shorter fellows for the most part: skinny with curly black hair. There were some big ones among them, though, and they stared at us boldly enough. We all got to work, with Creel stalking up and down, telling us not to go near the Turks or we’d be up on a charge.
He went quite pale, though, then slipped in something unmentionable and sat down, spoiling his nice whipcord breeches. He muttered something about changing and we did not see him again.
The first hour or so passed in silence as we took one another’s measure. They worked well and their officers are not above kicking them. But about noon their own officers thinned out and our boys took smokes. The Turks did too and Moran, our deadly sniper, offered one a cigarette on a bet from O’Donnell. Then those Turks who spoke English essayed a little talk with us. One gave me a bit of sticky fig cake and I ate it to please him. He showed me a photograph of himself, a baby and young woman, her head wrapped in a scarf. His wife, I assumed, so I showed him your photograph (complete with hockey trophy). I hope you don’t mind, Jess.
He asked me something in Turkish and one of his sergeants, who had worked as a waiter in Britain before the war, came over. He said he was asking how many children we had and was coffee served in that big cup! When I said we were not married, he expressed great bewilderment. Hooter of course loved it.
            
The Turkish sergeant was called Firuz and you know, Jess, there was little to choose between us. Firuz did not want to be away from his wife and children. He said when we first invaded (it sounded odd for our military expedition to be called an ‘invasion’) their commanding general, one Kemal Ataturk, said he did not ask them to fight but to die. Well, our generals ask the same thing of us, only not in such a straightforward manner.
We got most of the bodies buried, ours and theirs, which was just as well. By now the men were chatting and trading like old mates. Moran got a Luger automatic of all things, heaven knows how. Hooter said we should all go home and Firuz just looked at him and said, ‘I am home; you go home.’
            
It takes a lot to silence Hooter but that did.
Firuz said that Britain and her allies wanted to slice up Turkey like a freshly baked cake. The French and British wanted Egypt because of the Suez Canal; the Russians wanted Istanbul itself and warm-water ports for their battleships. So it was right for every man to fight for his country against invaders.
How would we like it, Firuz said, if someone wanted to slice up New Zealand?
We shook hands before we left and I have never seen Hooter so gloomy. The thought of these being ordinary men defending their homeland had never occurred to us. Meeting them face to face even gave Moran thought to pause. So there was not much firing for a day or so. We just cleaned our rifles and I have penned this letter to make you understand my disturbed thoughts. If the censor does not score through them.
            
The post bag is coming so I must scribble quickly. We are back to the normal hate session because a staff officer happened up from the beach (a most rare occurrence) and put a rocket up Creel for the trench line being so quiet. So, between machine-gun, mortar and field-piece, things are back to normal and Moran is sniping as I write. Such is war, Jess.
Yet I must think of Firuz, the waiter, defending his homeland against us, the ‘invader’. I like and respect him but if he comes at me in another attack, it will be kill or be killed.
Strange thoughts to pen, are they not? But I have my duty to do and so does Firuz.
Harry


         
Dear Harry
Your two letters arrived atop each other. I almost wish you would not write so well because the bombs and bullets seem to explode around me as I read the words. Harry, it’s quite right for you to feel doubt but I know my Grail Knight will do his duty. And yes, ordinary people like Firuz have to do their duty too, but let us remember, it is their governments we fight.
There is little news from home, or from brother Benjamin in France. Perhaps as an officer he does not care to address his lowly nurse aide sister! Well, I will give him what-for when he returns home.
I am writing this on yet another night on the ward. Most of the men are sleeping but some do not. So I sit beside them and sometimes write their letters. I must tell you that we have had a shipload of men from Egypt and one of them is Sergeant Roper. His face lit up when I mentioned you. He exclaimed you were a d— fine soldier. Staff Atkinson swooped at once with an immediate sharp reproof about the d— and requested I get on with his bed-bath and save the social chit-chat for later.
Sergeant Roper’s wife has been in. She is very brave, Harry. They have three children and he was a horse-breaker in civilian life, so heaven alone knows what he will do now. Nothing lies ahead for him but a wheelchair and the wounds pension.
Harry, I said you should talk about whatever befell you, and I need to talk in the same way because it is important to get my thoughts out. And so from this, Harry, I have to lead to something sickening and horrible that I still must sort out in my own mind. We have a pact — no secrets — but I did debate whether to tell you this.
            
We had some new arrivals and one had his lower face covered. Only when we lifted the bandage, he had no lower face: no chin below his upper lip but just his throat and a sort of protection device they had fitted. He could not speak but wrote that he was looking forward to seeing his fiancée.
Well, an hour before my shift ended I was told a well-dressed lady was waiting outside. She asked about Lieutenant P— and could I please give him a message that his fiancée thought it proper to terminate their engagement. If I could just leave the engagement ring by his bedside and a shilling for my trouble.
Harry, I wanted to throttle the stuck-up ostrich-feathered beldame but had the most wicked and lovely idea. I said she must speak to Staff Atkinson and give the shilling to her. So off she went and two minutes later exited down the corridor as though the Kaiser were on her heels. Staff Atkinson called me over (looking a trifle flushed) and asked why I had sent her in. I said she (Staff Atkinson) was much better at dealing with these things than a nursing aide and received a very cool look indeed. It was perilous to risk her wrath but it was worth it to watch that smug beldame exit the way she did.
            
Of course it was not at all funny for the lieutenant. His eyes were gone too, so ahead of him lay a life of blind silence in a nursing home. And soon they removed him because he was an officer and our ward is for other ranks. He was replaced by a straightforward amputee.
Harry, did I write that? ‘Straightforward’ that a young man has lost his leg? And written to a soldier in harm’s way? Harry, I think I am becoming a good nurse but am I also becoming hardened? Are you sure you want me to write these things? I fear the war is changing us.
Always yours
Jessica


         
Dear Jess
What a great letter and a joy to read. Tell Sergeant Roper that we’re all pleased he is in your charge and we wish him well. I read out the section about the ostrich-feathered beldame and the fellows laughed so loud and applauded so heartily that a Turk shouted over, ‘Was peace declared?’ There was a general vote that your officer, however badly wounded, had a lucky escape from marrying into such a mean-spirited family.
It is June now and the weather a little cooler. Our battleships offshore thunder out their limitless shells and the destroyers come closer, their smaller guns barking like angry terriers. As always, the beach is a fearful clutter with an incredible jumble of stores, lighters coming and going from the ships and the Turk shells bursting everywhere.
Even so, Jess, the beach is something of a ‘rest area’ where we can swim when pulled back from the forward trenches. There was a clack of many tongues — among us and the Australians, the British, Indian troops, even the French — when the last Turk officer came down to arrange a truce. He was escorted by our swimmers — and no swim-wear among them! It is advisable to duck when a Turkish shell comes too close and I will not detail some of the embarrassing wounds caused by shrapnel.
Up at the front, our narrow coffin-trenches are quite a thoroughfare for stretcher-bearers, runners, ration and water parties — all must come up from the beach. There is always someone tripping over your legs and myriad black flies who find every part of your body. The food is biscuit (hard) and bully-beef (reduced to a soup in the cans by the heat), sometimes jam and bacon. Tea in kerosene tins, muddied by earth falling from the trenches but still an elixir. We do not shave often and you would not know me, Jess.
            
Mother is wonderful. She sent socks and scarves in the heat and now (the weather cooling) asks if I would like a nice cotton shirt. We get these parcels containing a syrup for our bowels, yet every man of us has gastric disorders or dysentery. So with that and bodies unburied, you can imagine the close stink in our trenches.
And adding to this is the noise: the Turks’ daily hate session. You can set your watch by their shells sometimes. All of us focus on small things. Moran swears a food stall by Wellington Railway Station makes the best meat pies ever. Hooter pines for his mother’s apple pastries. For myself, I remember that little stream by the hill, where we filled the billy for tea when our families picnicked. And how you would always contrive to splash me and trust my gentleman’s manners not to return the favour. Well, I shall drink it dry on my return.
I have thought long and hard about what you said, Jess. Before now, I suppose I mostly only said what was good for the hearing of a young lady. But I can tell you a lot more now and know that you can take it. So do say whatever you like — you’ve no idea how it helps me hang on to things; I think it will help you in the same way.
            
You are not becoming hard, Jess, and I don’t think I am either. But we have to survive and be resolute. This very morning we did a patrol: myself, Hooter and three others. The usual thing — the state of the wire and whether Jacko Turk has been cutting it again. And looking for O’Donnell who didn’t come back from a patrol the night before. We found his body but it was too perilous to bring it in, it was so tangled in the wire. His parents will never know this awful fact.
The Turks heard us and we had to get back. We reached the sallyport; I sent the others over, covering them; and I saw a Turk in the distance, just his head peering over. He was not shooting but he was an enemy so I shot and he fell back. Perhaps it was Firuz but I would still have pressed the trigger.
Then the Turk guns opened up. Moran was nicked by shrapnel and he yelled like a wounded buffalo but we unwrapped his puttees and he was only scratched. Jess, he was actually relieved, even though a leg wound is a ticket to Egypt and a few months ago was all he could have wished for. And a few months ago we would have said good riddance but are now pleased he is staying. He is such a slayer of Turks that we have nicknamed him ‘Jacko-hunter’, or Jacko for short.
Sorry, Jess, I’m wandering. My letters were going to be stirring epistles that you would remember and cherish, but it sounds so stupid now to talk of modern warfare being in any way glorious. To hear some poor devil screaming with pain, or dead bodies, well, you don’t get that from Morte d’Arthur. Knights may fight with all chivalry but there is no mention of broken heads and severed limbs or the stench of fresh-spilled blood.
            
I have not forgotten our ideals, Jess, or our pact. But as for being a knight: I’m a soldier who kills when he has to and does what he’s ordered. Such is the glory of modern war.
I wonder if there’s a Turkish soldier over the way who began his war full of epic romance. Perhaps he thinks like me now, or perhaps he is long dead. Keep writing, Jess, and say what you like: it’s good for us both.
Yours
Harry


         
Dear Harry
Another long night on the wards is drawing to a close and I had intended waiting for your next letter before writing. Mother has had a note from Benjamin (and I do mean ‘note’ — fifty words is a saga for him). He is doing well with his battalion, ‘somewhere in France’.
Anyway, we had a young pilot (most of our patients are young) who had crashed while training and lost a leg. Yet another amputee. I had the most terrible dream of all those legs marching together. But it was the end of his war before it even began and he was so devastated. Moaning on about his friends in France already at war, and how he was barred from this because he put the wrong spin on rudder and joystick, whatever that means.
Anyway, I came on duty and there was little to do so I sat quietly, but senses are always tuned, and I heard an odd drip-drip sound. Tracking it, I nearly skidded in the pool of blood — he had ripped open his leg bandages and torn the main artery. I yelled for support and applied pressure. Staff Atkinson came running. The blood was everywhere but she managed to tie off the artery and we were both a terrible mess by the time she succeeded. With help having arrived and the crisis over, we repaired down the hall to change. She said I might take the night off and I said I had a job to do (somewhat snappily, Harry, and expecting a rebuke but received none).
            
When his condition was stable, Staff Atkinson spent a long time talking to the pilot. I swear that when she finished and swept past me her eyes were bright with tears. The pilot apologised to me next morning and I passed it off with a joke, wanting to burst into tears myself.
This boy hadn’t seen combat and was regretting it — ‘holding his manhood cheap’ as the bard says. You, Harry, have seen war and would happily see it ended tomorrow. It is truly a puzzle.
Staff Atkinson has just been up and we did the rounds. She asked who I was writing to and I told her my thoughts. To my surprise she smiled with a somewhat wry resignation. She said everyone got carried away with the war. That the papers, popular songs and government propaganda (yes, the word she used!) made it such a splendid crusade. So our young pilot felt cheated because he had not experienced that reality — however different it would be from the crusade it was presented as.
Crusade: a word that you and I used freely. I thought about what Staff Atkinson had said, and then whether German or Turkish nurses had these thoughts. Or their mothers and sisters about their soldier boys. I had never thought about the war in that way and now I can’t get it out of my mind.
But we do have to go on, Harry. Oh, my dear Harry, it’s such a comfort writing to you. No news from home save that Mother has taken to bed and Aunt Kate is ruling the roost. So I am not looking forward to my next leave.
            
Yours forever
Jess


         
Dear Jessica
The weather is cooler now and we have been issued with greatcoats. We still cling to our trench line and the Turk does to his, but rumour is that a decisive battle may soon come. Whatever privations of food and water we may suffer are worth it for the hope of that final victory.
There is not too much fuss and bother today. The Australians are being favoured with the attentions of the Turk artillery. I don’t mean to sound too casual but it’s better than filling up my letters with blood and fright.
We had a very close call last night and poor Tiny has received his quietus. We’d sent over a patrol to bag some Turks and they decided to return the favour. It was rather too calm a night and we should have been warned, because nobody moves more quietly than Jacko Turk.
We’d just posted new sentries and some of us were settling down to a meal. Moran had scrounged some bacon and real coffee. There was Hooter, myself, Tiny, a couple of others. Little Rennie was attracted by the smell, and had to endure jokes about how lonely he must be with Creel spending so much time on the beach. So the bacon was sizzling and the coffee brewing, then crash, crash of those little hand-bombs and the biggest Turk you ever saw landed in front of me. He had a trench-club and swung it at me. I deflected with the frying pan — goodbye bacon.
            
Hooter chucked the coffee at another and Moran banged away with his Luger. Another Turk jumped me and Tiny banged him with a trench-spade. We were jammed up, scrambling and cursing and I heard Tiny yell as they broke clear and back over the parapet, dragging Rennie with them. Next moment all were gone but they had left a bayonet in Tiny. He was gone in moments, Jess.
            
Our machine-guns and mortars had come alive by then but too late for Rennie. The Turks took off into the night and we could hear him yelling all the way to the Turk lines. But we knew that trick: there would be an ambush out there waiting for us — that was why they let him yell.
So Tiny and Rennie gone. Two more from that first barracks group and even with jokes about my trusty frying pan (Hooter swearing the bacon fat probably put the devout Muslims to flight) we were shaken and subdued. The new lieutenant, Beddowes, came up, turning pretty white when he saw Tiny, but gave the right orders and things slowly returned to normal. Isn’t ‘normal’ an odd word to use? Rennie’s yells went on for a long time, then stopped.
I’m made up to sergeant now and Captain Fields is a major. He wants me to take a commission but I would have to return to Egypt. I don’t want that, Jess. Even sick men stay in the trenches for fear of letting their mates down. He understands and says the commission can wait. Hooter says a commission will ruin me and I will become another Creel! I replied that he would be made sergeant and that shut him up.
            
I must write to Mother and Father next. A small feat of memory is needed here so I don’t repeat myself word for word from the last letter. I long for your next, Jess, because it brings me closer to you. Duties beckon so I will close here for a time.
A short, hastily scribbled end to this letter. We are going up to Quinn’s Post, a trench station very close to the Turk. Colonel Malone himself has come through the trenches, talking to us. He’s a fine man, Jess, and says we will turn the post into a pocket fortress. He says it must hold and now it is the turn of New Zealand to show we can do as well — better — than the other troops of Empire.
We’ll be very close, Jess. Do you remember our community hall and those chairs we unstacked and set out for the Bible class meetings? Well, imagine our troops at one end and the Turks at the other, only a few yards between us.
Colonel Malone says the Turks want to crack us like a soft-boiled egg. Well, we won’t be cracked, Jess. We are all hard-boiled eggs now and will match the Turkish hand-bombs with our own genuine home-made converted jam tins, manufactured at our genuine home-made bomb factories.
            
Hooter has one of our ‘hard-tack’ biscuits and is spreading jam on it. But the flies garnish it long before it reaches his mouth — and he is fast, with a big mouth! He throws the rest of the biscuit over the trenches. I point out that if he were a sergeant the flies would not dare assail him in such a manner, but he just scowls — there are times when even Hooter loses his sense of humour.
            
Mail bag coming. Will write again soon as I can.
Love,
Harry


         
Dear Harry
Still no letter from you but I am sure it is coming and hadn’t intended to write so soon. I am back on days and the ward is pretty quiet because we have a lot of new patients in and they receive morphine to recover from their ambulance journey.
Oh, Harry, Benjamin is dead in France. At a place called Ypres. His commanding officer wrote Mother such a lovely letter, saying in what high esteem everyone held him and that his death had been quite painless and immediate. She sent it on to me. The patients talk, Harry, and I know about such letters, but on this occasion I hope it is true because Benjamin was so much in love with life that I cannot bear the thought of him suffering. He played the most unmerciful jokes on me but I wish he were back to play them again. There is so much work on the ward at the moment but I have written to Mother, saying I shall be up soon.
We just have to carry on. I have few illusions left now and only hope that I can learn from it all. I went to see the hospital chaplain at lunch time and he said this was the last great trial of Christianity against the forces of evil. That it was God’s way of forging a new future so that never more would such horrors be visited upon the world. He said that was worth fighting for and we must pray for understanding.
Of course the chaplain has never been to France. Must close, here comes Staff.
Harry, I am finishing this at the station, waiting for my train. Staff Atkinson swept around on her usual inspection, then in her usual direct way said she’d heard about my brother and I had a week’s home leave. And that (making it sound as if I had committed an infraction of the rules) I should have asked sooner.
            
I said we were too busy and received the full impersonal rebuke. Did I think I was indispensable? Accepting I was making the transition to being a reasonable nurse, she was quite sure the hospital could labour along without me. So I was to get packed: a volunteer driver was waiting to take me to the station.
Staff Atkinson does have glimpses of emotion, Harry, although any real humanity is the subject of much debate among the junior nurses. But the volunteer driver, a dear old fellow, said he knew her family. Her fiancé and brother were killed on the Marne. So she can be as impersonal as she likes.
My train’s announced, so the next section of this letter will come from home. Must go.
Four days at home, Harry, and nothing more than an ordeal. It was lovely seeing your parents again, and Trouncer is large with foal. My mother is quite the same: she won’t think of fresh air or exercise and Aunt Kate has moved in for the duration — another reason to pray for a short war.
Harry, this is a different world: they know so little of reality. Oh yes, casualties and bereavement and black armbands and the sacrifices of our brave lads. But coffin-trenches mean nothing here. There is a lot of talk about a monument to honour our fallen. Some want an obelisk and others an arch — the council is quite split. And they are still saying the war will be over soon.
            
I received your letter, forwarded from the hospital, and read it on Harkaway Beach. You are right: why do we idealise these things? The ladies waved their knights off to battle but did they put an apron over their silken gowns and get their elbows red with blood? We had a stoker in Bed 6, his face flensed away by boiling steam. Nineteen years old and a lifetime ahead of making wicker baskets in the Blind Institute.
And rationing is a joke here, with so many farms. I have made myself sick on rich cream and fruitcake. And I must dutifully parade myself at tea parties (even requested to wear uniform!) and talk about the poor brave lads in hospital.
I had a long talk with your father. Of course business is very good with all the war contracts but he doesn’t feel right about this. Because of his experience fighting in South Africa I think he reads more in your letters than you realise. He says any profits are for you and you will have earned them. You have lovely parents, Harry; I’m very fond of them.
And I have had to listen to the most awful tripe about how many socks per soldier’s package, what type of biscuits, and which fig syrup is better for ‘nightly comfort’. Aunt Kate runs the house and makes all the decisions. Benjamin’s photograph is in the front window, draped in black.
            
Do you remember David Hislop, the printer’s son? Well, he refused call-up as a conscientious objector. He said it was a European war for big business and privilege, and the politicians and industry magnates should be fighting it themselves.
Well, a gang of farm workers (all exempt from call-up) smashed his father’s little shop and broke the house windows. He has been hauled off to some camp where the ‘Reds’, as they call them, are being kept. Nobody will give his father work so they are having to leave. And of course they can’t sell their house.
I feel I am burning away inside from boredom, anger and frustration. I long to be back at the hospital.
All has come to a head. Aunt Kate has convened what she termed a Patriotic Convention and I was guest speaker, as one who has seen a little of The Face of War. I was to give an address about how our Brave Lads bore up with Pluck and Fortitude against loss. I should mention, Harry, there are very few maimed men or amputees in town and they are kept decently out of sight.
So the afternoon came and the village hall filled nicely — (tuppence admission, all proceeds to the war effort) with earnest ladies and a sprinkling of crusty old gentlemen. I thanked them all for coming and said it was lovely how supportive they were (pleased murmurs) and outlined the case of the ostrich-feathered beldame as an example of what some people were like. Disapproving murmurs and much tut-tutting.
            
Then I talked about how we did our best to assist the poor wounded. Pleased murmurs. Of course it wasn’t always possible when they had lost toes and fingers (regretful tut-tutting) or a hand or foot, or both. The luckiest amputees were those who lost a limb below knee or elbow so they had some movement left. The regretful tut-tutting had decreased noticeably by now.
Of course, I went on, it was more difficult if they had lost ears, a nose or mouth because lost facial features could not be disguised with a false limb. But at least if they lost eyes we could put a marble in the socket so that the eyelid kept its shape and did not look sunken and unsightly.
No murmurs or tut-tutting now, Harry, only a sea of rather white and uncomfortable faces. I beamed and said how delightful it was to address such a concerned audience. And perhaps we could take a little break now and after that I could talk a little of body mutilation and perhaps finish with some everyday disorders such as stomach complaints caused by poor food and bad water, illnesses such as typhus, dysentery and tuberculosis — not to mention the ever-present lice and trench feet, which makes the toes swell up, and even fall off.
There was some half-hearted applause and over tea the crowd thinned noticeably. Aunt Kate came up and said she’d quite under-estimated the length of the talk, silly her, and a lot of people had early trains. I said I would be quite happy to finish tomorrow and she returned (hastily) that she would have to put that to the committee. She gave me a bright smile and I returned a brighter one. She’s no fool and did not like having her balloon punctured.
            
Uncle Edward thoroughly enjoyed the whole affair and on the way home Aunt Kate deftly turned the conversation to how long I was staying — because it did seem the hospital needed me. So I spent one last night with Mother (she doesn’t notice much now) and took the morning train. Uncle Edward came down to see me off and Aunt Kate did not — thank heavens for small mercies.
So I am finishing this back on the ward. More dreadful wounds, Harry, but at least it’s the real world. The day after my return I was summoned to Matron’s office. She said I must be very careful what I said to civilians (Aunt Kate writing, for sure!) and some matters were best left unsaid. And were it not for a good work report (a glance at Staff Atkinson, who stood like an ice statue throughout) I would be reprimanded for unprofessional conduct.
Staff Atkinson accompanied me back to the ward. At her office door she paused and I thought, here it comes. She said it had taken a terribly long time to train me to the point where I actually promised well. And in future, she said, would I please remember that civilians had delicate stomachs and were easily upset with the truth.
            
And you may think this is my wild imagination but I do believe she actually (nearly) smiled. I know my world is not quite as real and dangerous as yours, Harry, but it is real enough. Whatever our loss of illusion and ideals, you are still my knight in shining armour and always will be.
Yours forever
Jess


         
Dear Jess
I’m writing this from the relative security of the beach. I say ‘relative’ because the Turk shrapnel peppers everywhere. And I must report your combatant slightly hors de combat from a scalp wound. Nothing serious and mending nicely and I was very angry with the others for hustling me down to the beach.
I missed a great scrap at Chunuk Bair where our men stood like heroes. Moran seemed unaffected but Hooter was white, shaken with nerves. He was proud, though, Jess: he will never be found wanting. He has written an account of the battle at Chunuk Bair, which makes grim reading.
So very few of the old band are left now and we are awaiting reinforcements. We had a fine meal to celebrate our reunion. A meat and vegetable mix — ‘machonochie’ the Brits call it with crackers and Tickler’s plum jam, and coffee. Moran traded it for a Turk officer’s sword, which he told the impressed Briton he won in hand-to-hand combat on Chunuk Bair. Actually, I think he pinched it from Creel’s dugout.
The beach is in its usual cluttered state, full of stores, water parties, soldiers of all nations: Sikhs in their turbans, Indian Sepoys, Sengalese, most in khaki. The French, however, have blue jackets, red pants and white helmets! Lines of wounded waiting to be taken off in a hospital ship. There was a line of them near me this morning and one, a big fair-haired fellow in undershirt with ribs and one shoulder bandaged, called me over.
            
He could see I was writing and asked if he could borrow some paper to tell his wife and children he was still alive. I broke my pencil in half and was whittling a point for him when an officer came up and ordered me away from the prisoners.
Turned out the big fellow was a Turk officer, Jess, speaking English as well as I do. He thanked me and went a little clumsily to his letter. I managed a word with him later: he was a Professor of English language at Istanbul and took his degree at Oxford.
He said he did not like the war but a man must fight for his country. He joked that the men and officers of all armies should join forces and attack the politicians. Hooter thought this an excellent idea, by the way, when I told him later. Then the officer came back and I absconded.
It makes you think, Jess. He said the Turk soldiers had been told our men were rapists and cannibals — while we think of them as semi-literate slaves. How much of what we are told is lies? I could sit on the beach thinking about this while the battle raged on Chunuk Bair. They are disturbing thoughts because I have to question myself.
Jess, I long to see you again and to hear your lovely soft voice. I long to feel your hand in mine and I know these are daring things to write that a censor might see. I will do my duty but the casualty lists are high and there is no reason why I should be spared. I have learned the meaning of glory in the trenches and it has no meaning. Dark and dolorous thoughts, I know, but I can talk to you and hold your image in my mind. I love you, Jess, and want to say this now, while I can.
            
Harry
P.S. Rumour that we are being shipped out to Lemnos for a rest! Writing this quickly because the Turk has a gun (‘The Slug’) that fires each evening, regular as clockwork. We are awaiting its kiss now, will write soon —




    

  
    
      
         
Hooter’s Journal
            
A journal account of Frederick Muller in the coffin-trenches of Gallipoli.
            

I am just trying to survive this awful war. Harry thinks I am always cheerful but he mistakes humour for the death’s-head grin of a doomed man. Good old Harry, always scribbling to his Jessica, but so would I with one like her.
            
I am writing this after Chunuk Bair, a battle that has marked us as no other. Harry went down early and I write only to put my thoughts on paper. I can say what I please because I will not post it. Maybe someone will find it on my dead body. Moran says that none of us will survive the war. He has it on good authority from some British troops that the war will go on until every soldier on both sides is dead. He says the British generals do not think an attack has failed until they have lost two-thirds of their men.
            
I was never more pleased when a Turkish bullet found its mark. It ploughed Harry’s forehead with just enough strength to knock him unconscious and have him taken to the beach.
            
I am a little ahead of myself but now the words are driving to get themselves out. Chunuk Bair was a fearful battle and it was ours, the men of New Zealand. Our Colonel Malone made sure we understood its importance.
            
Lieutenant Beddowes, too, showing much more promise than Creel ever did. He told us how wars had been fought here for thousands of years, the ruins of fabled Troy across the bay. He   quoted some lines to us, written by a soldier poet:
            
I will go back this morning,
                     
From Imbros over the sea;
                     
Stand in the trench, Achilles,
                     
Flame-capped, and shout for me.
                     



I nodded but Moran (who is no classics scholar) just looked at him. Anyway, then we moved out and our scouts somehow got us through the foothills to the high ground. Holding Chunuk Bair, Colonel Malone said, would outflank the Turkish defences and open the way for an advance. British, Indian and ‘Anzac’ soldiers (yes, that is what they are calling us now). It began at night because for once the High Command deemed it unnecessary for us to be shot down in broad daylight.
            
Nor did we need Colonel Malone’s exhortations to know that this was our supreme effort. A chance to halt all the sacrifice and suffering and have something to show for it. Harry had finished another letter and joked how ‘Chunuk’ would be soon ‘bare’ of Turks. He’s always so good and cheerful but what a tiger in action. When we took that Turk observation post (for which the ‘brave’ Lieutenant Creel received so much praise) Harry, alone, held us together, fighting off each Turkish attack. Tiny hit him with a shovel so we could drag him away.
            
Tiny’s gone, too, he who would not fight me in barracks. He   screamed his final minutes, as any man would when gutted by a knife. Other good men too: Pats choking on his own blood, O’Donnell whom we had to leave on the wire and watch his body bloat to black. He’s bones now — funny how you can’t tell Turk bones from ours. When Harry went down, my heart turned over because I thought he, the best of comrades, was dead. But it was only a scalp wound and we packed him back to the beach.
            
We were not in the first assault. The Aucklanders went up first and got to within 500 yards of the summit. Ten minutes would have seen them there and the Turks — shot to blazes — had abandoned the defences. Ten minutes, but some idiot lost his nerve and the order was not given.
            
Not given! Chunuk Bair there for the asking: the hill and perhaps the war would have been ours. The Aucklanders went up the next day but in the meantime the Turks had manned their trenches again. Order, counter-order, disorder and the poor Aucklanders were shot to pieces.
            
Then it was our turn.
            
I cannot understand how Harry writes so easily because I cannot seem to make the words come alive for my reader — if anyone should read these pages. Or how he would joke before fighting because my stomach becomes a tight knot of apprehension. I remember how cold it was at dawn and Moran giving me a piece of chocolate — more precious than gold. We ate a little bully-beef and drank dirty water, our clothes dirty   and alive with lice, unshaven and filthy, the stench of Gallipoli around us.
            
So up the hill we went, past the bodies of the Auckland men, and into the tempest of iron that the Turks threw at us. Going to ground and wriggling up into the hateful chatter of their machine-guns, the bullets like sleet overhead. Our men write to wives and girlfriends but nobody writes of this: the sickening fear of a bad wound, the sweat, dirt and that awful snicker of the bullets.
            
A man is blown up into the air, his body split apart. Another is riddled by bullets, rolling downhill and his intestines streaming out: Beddowes — his parents will not be told he died like this. I wriggle past two new men: Blair, a Post Office clerk, and Edmonds, a typesetter. Blair is dead, his head shattered by a bullet, Edmonds is vomiting the bright frothy blood of a lung wound. The howling tempest goes on: we are being killed and killed and killed. Duncan, one of the very last of the old group, is wounded in the legs and stomach. He screams but we can do nothing.
            
Then Moran roars he’s had enough. Others too and we get up, run forward, uncaring of the bullets now. We scramble and tumble into the Turk trenches and another kind of fighting begins. Close fighting, and rifles are no use. I stick my bayonet into a Turk and it jams in his ribs. He screams up at me, I fire the rifle and the explosion clears the bayonet. Moran goes down under two Turks;   I bash one on his cloth-capped head with skull-cracking force. Moran, street fighter, has gutted the other with his knife. We kick their bodies aside, Sergeant Foster leading now.
            
The Turkish trenches are as narrow as our coffin-trenches and well named as we fight through them. Turk bodies all are bayoneted in case they come back to life behind us. Foster is riddled by a last machine-gun before its crew die under a hail of their own little hand-bombs. Then we are on the top, the stink of cordite, fresh blood and the fearful hammering of my own heart.
            
In a glorious moment that I will never forget, Moran, a few others and I are on the hill and looking down to a thin stream of moonlit water — it was night again. This thin stream glimmered like silver and starlight and I remember my voice, hoarse and cracked, saying, ‘There, that’s it, the Dardanelles, the Straits.’
            
Moran, never the most articulate of men, just stared, then uttered a disbelieving mutter: ‘That little pisswater creek is what our mates died for?’
            
Stand in the trench, Achilles,
                     
Flame-capped and fight for me.
                     



I wonder if Achilles’ courage would have stood against machine-guns. But the weapons of every war kill messily, as   poor Beddowes found out. Nor did he get a chance to declaim his poem within sight of Moran’s ‘pisswater creek’. But for that brief moment we could enjoy glory. We were conquerors, although ammunition was short, there was no food or water and the storm of battle was erupting around us again.
            
Jacko Turk, who is no coward, knew how important the hill was and counter-attacked, so the crazy awful business began again. I say crazy because I am not a violent man but do violent things without question and obey violent orders. And I kill other men in whatever crude way I can.
            
This was our fight, the New Zealand men alone. The two British battalions supporting us broke and ran so we extended our lines to cover theirs. Moran and I covered one trench section with a Vicker’s gun. They are big clumsy things but Moran is an artist, sweeping it back and forth with the touch of the master brush. Harry would grab the machine-gun during attacks, his face alight with fire because he was defending Empire and his comrades. Moran the railway ganger just set his mouth and killed but it came to the same thing in the end.
            
It is hard to write of battle because you see it only from your own narrow section of stinking cluttered trench. Standing with your boots on a dead man’s face and body, surrounded by the evil loud noise of death, constant death, and the Turks attacking, forcing us back from that glimpse of shining water.
            
By next nightfall there were only 50 of us left — the crest   itself was no-man’s land. The Turk heads would come over, then their bodies, and by the time they were fully in view they were scarcely five yards away. Close enough for us to see the looks on their faces as we killed them. To see the dust knocked from their clothes by the impact of bullets. Everything inside me screaming that this is useless murder but still we shoot and shoot. My fingers ache from pressing the trigger, my eyes sting with dust, I am cracked dry from lack of water and filthy from head to toe. Still they come and still we kill them.
            
Yard by bloody yard the Turks pushed us from Chunuk Bair. We fought them every yard, even though we had done enough and even the generals below in their safe dugouts would not have questioned our courage. We did it because we did not care about death. Our brave Colonel Malone was killed, maybe by shell fire from a British destroyer. We fought because of that, too — bitterly, like men who have lost all caring of life. Yard by bloody yard, paid for with their lives and ours.
            
There was no retaking Chunuk Bair, as every soldier on that hill knew, but the generals below on the beach did not. They sent up the Otago Battalion to replace us, then the Wellington Mounted Rifles, then two more British battalions. Another 48 hours of bloodshed but the Turks held the hill. That ribbon of shining water was not seen again.
            
When it was over the remnants of our battalion pulled back to the beach to await reinforcements. ‘Another defeat,’ voiced   Moran in disgust, and made a point of spitting when Creel appeared — naturally we had not seen him at the fighting. We did not stand or salute when he came up.
            
Now comes something I have to write, even though nobody may read it. I joined the army as a second-generation New Zealander of Austrian descent. I stood up to boots and fists but those who did that to me were little different. Their parents or grandparents came from other countries. Only the Maori can claim more. I remember a line from my school-teaching days, from Shakespeare: ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.’
            
Well, nobody in the coffin-trenches of Gallipoli could call themselves happy but we few are a band of brothers. And we have fought alongside Australians, Indians, British, French — our allies, but different from us.
            
We have been scrambling in the lower sides of these hills and dying for a few yards of ground. We have been uselessly slaughtered sometimes and so have the Turks. Like them, we have shown incredible bravery. There’s been incredible stupidity from our generals, too, like the fiasco at Suvla Bay. If Harry’s letters talked about these things, they would be torn up.
            
And we will all have our different memories: of Scimitar Hill and Sari Bair, the Krithia battles, Pink Farm, Kum Kale and Lone Pine. The Nek, Baby 700 and our own Chunuk Bair. Will the next generation understand or care what lay behind these strange-sounding names?
            
 I am finishing this on the beach, amid the usual clutter. Shells overhead and our warships hanging back, shrouded in the thick yellow gunsmoke. It is hard to crowd my thoughts into a few words, best said when a British runner yelled he had a message for ‘You Anzacs.’ ‘New Zealand or Australian?’ We shout back and point down the beach.
            
We are New Zealanders and let nobody call me otherwise. I am not a second-generation immigrant foreigner — none of us think of our ‘home countries’ now. I have a place and a new pride because I went to the crest of Chunuk Bair and down again.
            
 

My journal of Chunuk Bair
            
Frederick Muller (Corporal)
            
Wellington Battalion
            


         
Dear Harry
Thank you for a lovely and touching letter. I am keeping all your letters but your last one will be marred with a few tears. And Harry, there was no scoring out so perhaps even the censors are thinking as you do. I have an afternoon off and am completing this in the park. To read your letters of warfare and courage, and sit here with the trams rattling past and the pigeons cooing, makes me feel as though I am in two worlds.
I return your emotions, Harry, you know I do. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder and mine is sometimes ready to burst. I want your hand in mine, your voice, and above all, that big grin of yours.
Tell Hooter and the others that we are so proud of them. There is greater awareness of the war now, and great pride too. We have always been so securely tied to Britain’s apron strings but there is a different mood now and no more jokes about being a ‘self-governing colony’. You talk about the coffin-trenches, Harry, but perhaps in one sense we have all been in them. They are narrow, not allowing much movement, but safe. I think this war will teach us that we all have to stand up and brave the tempest, and see where it takes us.
I am sure this may make you laugh and I don’t mind if it does. I’m no philosopher but am aware of how much we’ve all changed. Except our feelings for each other and they are stronger than ever.
            
You have been months at Gallipoli now and the campaign was only supposed to last weeks. I asked one officer in the hospital if it would be evacuated and he replied, ‘Of course, when the generals admit they’ve made a mistake.’ I think he was being sarcastic.
Anyway, Harry, the big news is that I shall soon be closer to you! A nursing contingent is being made up for Alexandria and Staff Atkinson announced it to us in her usual way — that she only wanted fully trained, responsible nurses capable of great endeavour so before applying, please remember the wartime paper shortage. Not to mention (she said) pen and ink.
And the next morning she swished up and wanted to know why I hadn’t applied! I said I wasn’t certain if I was good enough and she rolled her eyes, muttering about false modesty. She said to have the application on her desk in an hour and to remember that Alexandria would not be like the holiday camp she was running here.
Exciting thoughts, Harry! We may meet in Egypt so let’s keep our fingers crossed. No, let’s pray that we do because I have so much more to say to you. And Hooter, yes, and Moran. And even dear Rupert Creel so I can have the pleasure of cutting him dead.
Not for a few weeks yet though and when I handed in my application, Staff Atkinson told me to wipe that silly smirk off my face because it would be some time before I saw ‘your Harry’ again.
            
I return all your feelings, Harry. God willing, we will soon meet.
Your loving Jess

 

         
Dear Jess
Well, Lemnos is but a memory and we are back in our more familiar surroundings, although the coffin-trenches will never be home sweet home to us. I hope you got my postcard from Lemnos. I had plans for a whole stint of letter-writing on leave, even to my old headmaster, but I was seduced, Jess, by limitless clean water, good food with few flies and the pure luxury of eight hours’ undisturbed sleep. Blue skies and a smiling landscape and the only sudden noise a truck back-firing — not to be mistaken for Minis or Dustbins (huge artillery shells) on their way from the Turks. Oh, the simple luxury of clean socks and shaving each day.
I am surprised at the amount of wine Moran can put away and remain on his feet. Even Hooter, whom I had thought a more abstemious soul. I had a few glasses myself, just to be sociable, and seem to recall the ground becoming very uneven underfoot on the way home and somebody singing at the top of their voice! If you see Mother, don’t mention this! She flew into enough of a panic when reading that soldiers were given tots of rum before battle. Of course she has to, being in the Temperance Movement. Anyway, the next day I asked Hooter and Moran who was doing the singing, and they exchanged bland looks. Hooter said it was the village ladies, Moran thought the birds in the trees.
It’s awful that we have settled back in so quickly, really. The coffin-trenches and their attendant comforts are scarcely the ideal of living. But so quickly we readjusted to the filth, unwashed clothes, food with flies. I think the crunch of bluebottles with biscuit in my mouth will always be with me. Moran is back on his firing step or even out in no-man’s land with his deadly rifle. We come to terms with this life in various ways; Moran does his with a hunter’s murderous skill.
            
Hooter does it with his fiddle. He grins at us in that old way of his and sends up tunes that have even the Turks applauding. Oh, and Creel is company captain now. He told Hooter to stop caterwauling but Major Fields countermanded this, so Hooter’s tunes float up each night into the frozen black sky.
The Turks are moving up new artillery. Once their shells were often duds, but no longer. Creel says German gunners are manning their howitzers (managing to make this sound like a dirty Hun trick) but I think otherwise. The Turks I have met are equals in combat and intelligence. I think underestimating them was the first mistake we made. The second was to imagine that as an ‘uncivilised’ brown nation they would give way to our Western ‘superiority’. Come to the frozen coffin-trenches if you believe that and listen to the eternal snicker of bullets overhead. The land itself bares its hate.
Strong stuff, Jess. But our letters are deeper, are they not? Both of us have learned things we once knew nothing of. The contrast between Lemnos and Gallipoli did this for me. Flame-capped Achilles, you are a myth; Paul Beddowes was more real and he is dead.
            
No, Jess, I have not been at the Lemnos wine again. I am thinking in ways I have never thought before. I look at the reinforcements coming up: they are neatly uniformed, pink-cheeked and innocent — oh Jess, once I looked like that! Anyway, a young lieutenant — round-eyed and somehow scared — asked me was I Henry Wainwright?
Henry. Harry. It took a moment but I nodded. (Yes, I was once Harry Wainwright but who is he now?) I asked his name. Dennis Rowlands, a year below me in college. Remember at the Harvest Dance when he tried to cut you away during an ‘excuse me’? The cheeky young swipe — we danced on.
Now he presents himself, a neatly uniformed army chicken, fresh out of the egg with his neat cap, shiny Sam Browne belt and smart uniform, inspecting me as though I were a roadside vagrant.
I borrowed Hooter’s shaving mirror (mine is too broken since that trench fracas when Tiny died) and inspected myself. Indeed, I could hardly recognise Master Wainwright of the Harvest Dance. Hollow-cheeked, brown-skinned and a funny tight set to my mouth. I must remember to smile more often.
I found myself looking at the others, then. Hooter is not the gangly smart-mouthed chap he was: there is the quiet determination of a fine soldier now. Moran is not the street-thug we thought, and nor do those qualities make a good soldier. He is resolute and dependable and driven by the kinship that grips us all in the trenches. Nearly all of the old faces at Trentham Barracks are gone now.
            
Jess, I long for your letters. They give me the life and spirit of the outside world and I can hang on to sanity, hearing your soft voice with the words. Otherwise I would go stark screaming mad, I am sure. As the Gallipoli winter winds us more tightly in its frozen grip, I need sanity and perspective. A Turk prisoner warned us that it would snow and freeze and we laughed aloud.
Well, Jess, a week in the trenches and young Rowlands, so innocent and full of ideal, will look just like me. I would not wish that on anyone, even Rupert Creel.
About to start another epistle and Captain Creel wants a conference in his dugout. (A safe and well-constructed dugout, of course.) We are not that concerned at Creel becoming captain because he will hardly lead us, with drawn sword, to the gates of Istanbul.
Jess, your letter was great. There are lots of things I want to say but they must wait a short time.
Harry
P.S. Rumour says there are only a few more patrols and then we will meet in Alexandria. I cannot believe I will see you again so soon! I will take you to the pyramids and the poor nose-chipped Sphinx.

 

         
Dear Jessica
I am enclosing the telegram because it is the quickest way of telling you. Because, to have you read even a few lines without knowing seems cruel. It is a short letter because my old illness is back and Harry’s mother, as you can understand, is very distraught.
We are quite at a loss because he was our only child. Of course, we are also so very proud of him. His Military Cross is testimony to the fact that he bore himself as expected, and his letters home were always so full of life and so cheery.
I know this will come as a dreadful shock to you. Harry died doing that which he wished, that which was right for Empire and, knowing this, we must all take consolation.
Do write and please visit us when you are next in town.
Yours very sincerely
J.H. Wainwright

 

         
Dear Mr and Mrs Wainwright
You will of course long since have received the telegram informing you of your son’s death in action. As his company commander, it falls to me to write of the circumstances in which he met his end.
As sergeant, your son bore a responsible duty and one that he discharged well. He was popular with the men and well liked by the officers. I always had the utmost confidence in him.
Towards the final stages of the Gallipoli campaign it became necessary to send out a patrol to determine a possible enemy attack. As sergeant, this duty befell Harry and upon returning from patrol he was shot by a sniper, suffering an immediate and painless death. We, his grieving comrades, buried him that morning.
His personal effects will be sent on to you.
Please accept my deepest sympathy in your sad loss.
Rupert Creel (Captain)

Wellington Battalion
            


         
Dear Jessica
            
Please excuse my addressing this letter in a familiar way, but Harry read your letters to me and I feel I know you.
            
All of us are suffering enormous grief at his death, though well accustomed to such events. I know Captain Creel wrote to his parents and he may to you, though I doubt you would want him to.
            
So much of what we say is scored by the heavy hand of the censor and I may be dead before you read these lines. This is a strange letter, you may think, to write to someone grieving but I enclose a truthful account of Harry’s last patrol. I know of the bond between you, and that he would want this.
            
It is full winter here now; sleet and snow assail us as vengefully as the Turk. If I fall, this account goes to another, then another. Harry made us that, you see: a band of brothers.
            
I am making a fair mess of this letter but am too full of emotion for words. Besides, with a chap like Harry, words are not needed. They are certainly failing me now. I miss him very much and know that you do.
            
Fred Muller
            


         
Dear Miss Collingwood
As Acting Sergeant it falls to me to send this account for Frederick Muller, who was sergeant before me.
I write this in Egypt because we are pulled out of Gallipoli. ‘Hooter’ crushed his leg in an accident and knew he might die, so gave me his journal account of Harry’s last patrol. It is four days to Egypt and not much medical attention to be had on the ship. He is in hospital now but fever has set in and I was told he won’t live. He was a fine soldier, as was your Harry.
I think we will go to France now. It cannot be worse than Gallipoli.
Yours sincerely
Robert Moran




    

  
    
      
         
An account of the death of Harry Wainwright
            
Written by Acting Sergeant Frederick Muller,

for Miss Jessica Collingwood.
            

Dear Miss Collingwood
            
 

If my hand does not give you this, then another will because I no longer can.
            
We have met only once, Miss Collingwood, so do not mind this formal note. It must be thus, because of what I am writing about. Harry told me a little of the pact between you, and I am writing because he asked me to. He said there was always truth between you and that you were strong enough to hear what I have to tell you.
            
We were back from Lemnos and the weather was much colder: a shock to us all because we could not imagine Gallipoli without a layer of sticky blinding heat. The flies are still here, however. A lot of new boys were in our ranks and Harry looked after them well. Even so, they quickly fell victim to bullets and disease because all the plagues of civilisation stalk our trenches, I think.
            
We came back to changes. The top commander, Sir Ian Hamilton, has been replaced by Sir William Birdwood. And the Big Cheese himself, Lord Kitchener, has paid us a short visit. Reported to be upset at the conditions we had to fight under!
            
 Changes in our trenchline too. Rupert Creel was our new company captain now. Major Fields did not like him but he had the seniority. Creel was not liked and spent most of his time in his dugout.
            
When we went back into the front trenches we passed some bones kicked into a heap — skulls, ribs, leg bones — and Harry joked about Shakespeare and Yorick. ‘Look at them, Hooter,’ he said. ‘We all come to that — no telling us from a Turk then, eh?’
            
He was right. Only Harry, Moran and I were left and soon perhaps we would be unidentifiable bones. This was brought more strongly upon us as we settled into the trenches, the lice and fleas making themselves familiar companions again, and the flies greeted us like long-lost comrades.
            
Rumours abounded that we would pull out. On these ridges we and the Turks have lost thousands of men but ‘Jacko’ still holds the high ground. And after Chunuk Bair we will not nudge him an inch.
            
Creel was nervous of his new authority. He would have liked a nice safe staff job far from the action and we all wished he had it because he was no good as an officer. Harry ran our section and Creel, knowing that, hated him for it. But he could not make a better man of himself.
            
The Turks had been very quiet, as though sensing how weary we were and perhaps hoping we would leave. Moran had been out into no-man’s land with his sniper rifle. He came back to say the Turk trenches were so quiet, perhaps they had gone. I invited him to stroll over and see. His reply contained many adjectives, none of which I care to put on paper.
            
Anyway, that evening Creel came up. He had been seeking his courage in a bottle as usual and demanded to know why the night patrol was not out. Harry replied there had been no orders and that Major Fields was of the opinion that things were better left quiet, so long as we stayed alert.
            
Creel went a deeper red than usual. It was well known that Major Fields sometimes communicated directly with Harry and had put him up for a medal and commission. So Creel shrilled that he was in charge and there would be a patrol tonight, and did Sergeant Wainwright have anything to say about that? Harry just saluted and said he would lead it, Sergeant Adler being down with suspected typhoid.
            
I pointed this out and suggested we do the patrol tomorrow. (Fields would be back then and certain to stop it.) Creel just crimsoned further, calling me a Hun bastard and did I want to be on a charge? Of course he had no intention of going himself. So we assembled, six of us, including Moran, our faces blacked, waiting for the flares to die down.
            
Harry took out your photograph and gave that little smile of his. ‘Grail Knight,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing of that left now, Hooter. I will never kneel at that altar and see the vision.’
            
 ‘We’ll come through, Harry,’ I said. ‘We’ve dared so much.’
            
He nodded as though his thoughts were elsewhere and looked at your photograph again, a long time, in the dying light of the flares, then said, ‘Hooter, if I die, tell her how it was. Will you do that, old chum?’
            
It made me feel bad to hear him talk like that but I nodded and joked, ‘Oh, Harry, a clumsy goof like me will go before you, and anyway, I don’t have your turn of phrase.’
            
He did not smile but put your photograph away. Then he said in a very quiet voice, ‘Hooter, write and tell her how it was if I don’t come back.’
            
I nodded. He began to joke then, in his old cheery manner, so I thought the black mood had passed. We went over the top just after midnight, all black as coal, black as the devil’s riding boots. We groped forward, the outlay being as familiar as the lines on our hands. An hour we groped, Miss Collingwood, and all of it a total waste of time. Jacko Turk was asleep, we thought, like the sensible chap he was. And we should have been doing the same.
            
For four hours we scrambled silently around no-man’s land, close enough to the Turk trenches to smell that thick, strong tobacco of theirs. Having to belly into stinking cold water and feel bits of sharp rock — or bone — prodding us. Moran whispering some filthy assertions about Creel before Harry told him to shut up.
            
 There was nothing at all happening, just a few flares down the line — our artillery exchanging courtesies with theirs. So, with dawn on our heels, we headed back and I thought to myself, Harry will have a damned long rest in Egypt even if I have to put a bullet in Creel.
            
The dawn was our downfall. There must have been a Turk patrol out there, taking it just as quietly as we had. But they must have seen movement as we wriggled back into the trench. Harry was last, with the dawn just that little bit lighter, enough for a Turk sniper to see him. A distant crack-phut and Harry flinched as he scrambled down the ladder. I put out a hand to steady him and blood flowed sticky on my fingers.
            
He said my name in a strange quiet voice, then just slid to the bottom of the trench. ‘Think I’m hurt.’ We got him to a dugout, but I will not lie to you, Miss Collingwood. You are a nurse and you know about stomach wounds. Of course Harry knew too.
            
A doctor came up and gave him morphine, which helped a little. The doctor said he could do no more and went on down the trench.
            
Harry was thirsty and asked for water, but you can’t drink with a stomach wound, as of course you know. He was bleeding, and in much pain but there was the ghost of a smile on his lips. He was Harry to the last — never more the Grail Knight.
            
Creel arrived then, I think scared because he knew Major   Fields would ask questions. He knelt beside Harry and gabbled something about honourable wounds, then choked because Moran grabbed his collar and pulled him back.
            
I had intended to say something to Creel but Moran did it much better. He called him a fat, nasty, little pig with no more backbone than a worm. He said if anyone needed a bayonet in his guts it was Creel, but that he was too lily-livered to give Jacko Turk a chance.
            
He said a lot more than that, too: words I cannot repeat. But, obscene though they were, they fitted. I even admired Moran’s command of language and the way he jerked Creel up by the collar until the little man’s eyes almost popped out of his purple face. Then Moran threw him against the trench, grabbing his collar, saying, ‘Never get behind me, piglet, because I’ll put a bullet in you and be glad of the chance.’
            
Creel got up, his face blotchy pale and stunned. He snarled an order but none of us moved. Harry spoke — whispered rather — in a low choky tone.
            
‘Poor Creel,’ he said. ‘You’ll never understand fighting men.’
            
It was light now and the dawn chorus of guns was starting up. Creel just stood there, blotchy pink now, then blundered out muttering. We heard him screaming at the other men to go and get us but they had heard it all and nobody answered, so his screaming died away.
            
I think it cost Harry all his strength to say that. His face was   utterly white and his lips blue. He beckoned me over and feebly moved his hand to his tunic. I knew what that meant and took out your photograph, Miss Collingwood. He was in such pain and I would have been howling like a kid by then. But not Harry: he gathered himself somehow and whispered something about . . . red banners riding after the train . . . I think it was that. Then his hand tightened on mine and his head fell back.
            
So, with the dawn on his face, he was dead. The best friend and soldier-comrade I could ever wish to have, and I have repaid that comradeship poorly with this awful account. It pains me as much to write as it will you to read it, but I know he wanted this.
            
I would like to be able to reassure you that he died in peace, painlessly. Even to say there were massed clouds and dawnlight, as though a great company were assembled to take Harry into their ranks: sunlight like spears and mist like red-tinged banners. But it was just another cold, grey sky and everything frozen hard except for the stink. And we had to scatter when a shell came in. It was just another filthy useless morning in the coffin-trenches.
            
Major Fields came up as Harry died. Creel was with him, still shrilling protests. Fields ignored him and took Harry’s hand. Then he told Creel to explain in writing why that patrol was necessary, and that if he wanted to lay a charge then he must write down everything that was said to him word for word. Not surprisingly, there was no charge.
            
 We buried Harry in proper style. We broke up some ammunition boxes to line the grave and wrapped him in his greatcoat. We gave him a decent marker, with his name cut clearly upon it. The Turks respect graves and perhaps I will come back and do it in stone.
            
We made up a packet of Harry’s possessions and Captain Fields said a Military Cross would be among them. His parents will like that. And you will get your letters back, Miss Collingwood. Harry kept every one.
            
We are leaving Gallipoli soon — stealing away like thieves, having come with such thunder and bloodshed. A few months, some 12,000 casualties and nothing to show for it. No, that is not right: I have gained a sense of who I am but that is not worth the life of one man. Not worth Harry’s life, or the others, good comrades all and he was the best of them. His quest is ended now.
            
Frederick Muller
            
November 1915
            


         
Dear Miss Collingwood
            
I am writing this from Alexandria Hospital. Somehow I came through the operation and a bad fever and will be fitted with a nice artificial leg and crutch.
            
I worry about the journal Sergeant Moran sent you. Harry and I talked about people needing to know, but I did let my feelings run away a little. He was a grand chap and I felt so bitter so, if I upset you, let this be an apology.
            
You do not have to reply but a letter (even a rebuke) would be something. Moran and the others are shipped to France and I see nothing ahead for myself.
            
Yours sincerely
            
Fred Muller, Sergeant
            
January 1916
            


         
Dear Hooter
I hope you don’t mind my being familiar! You’ll find this pinned to your pyjama pocket. You were sleeping so peacefully when I came up. Yes, I’m in Alexandria now, in the same hospital as you. Staff Atkinson and I have spent a lot of time at your bedside because we certainly weren’t letting you slip away.
I’m the terror of all the young nurses on the floor below so will come up again at lunchtime. Rank has its privileges.
My father died and Mother is put away in a home. My brother Benjamin was lost, of course, and Harry, so you see we are both alone. And both know the reality of this horrible war. I still remember galloping after your train and Harry waving goodbye with that beautiful sunset around him.
We have a lot to talk about when you are well, including how to put our lives back together when this dreadful war is over. It can’t last too long now.
So I shall see you at lunchtime. After you have eaten your meal, of course!
Jessica Collingwood
Senior Nurse
January 1916


         
Dear Jessica
            
I am writing these few lines to say I am settled in Wellington and playing in a string quartet for Kirkcaldie & Stains department store — for the amusement of the customers. The people are very nice to the returned veteran who lost a leg in the service of his country.
            
I broke down once and the senior floorwalker gave me a mild telling-off. He said I should be manly and was better off than many a lad. He was a plump man in neatly pressed pinstripe trousers, jacket, bow tie and wing-collar, who had never been to war, of course.
            
I wasn’t crying for myself but for the many comrades who live on only in memory. When you return, if you are coming through Wellington, I would like very much to see you again.
            
Yours
            
Hooter
            
May 1918
            


         
Dear Hooter
I really am looking forward to seeing you again soon. I shall certainly come and listen to you play!
I am writing this only a few steaming hours from home, to be posted on docking. Three years abroad in Egypt and France is quite enough. I was sad to say goodbye to Rita Atkinson, who has become a close friend. She will remain in Britain to work at one of the returned men’s institutions.
I was fortunate to obtain a late booking on this liner — and relieved because the Spanish Influenza is still raging in Britain and Europe, the death toll in thousands. It is a fearful, sudden and unknown pandemic and God forbear it will strike New Zealand. It is unlikely, though. Quarantine is the best weapon and on board we have Mr Ward and Mr Massey, leaders of the wartime Coalition Government. They are anxious to return for the first peacetime election but will certainly exercise prudence if quarantine is required.
As you discovered in Egypt, I am not the wide-eyed girl I was. I have no ideals now, Hooter: not after three years in France. I say what I mean, even with the use of unladylike language sometimes! I even drink a little but I have pitched my last cigarette overboard and vowed to put away that habit.
I will see you again soon and this time we will not lose touch. I know Harry would want us to remain good friends and help each other.
            
Sincerely
Jessica
P.S. Captain’s announcement. There will be a delay before landing because of the influenza cases on board. Now a seaman has died and the doctors are not sure if he is a pandemic victim, or suffering the ordinary mild ’flu variety. So the port authorities and Minister of Health must decide if we disembark or are quarantined.
Mr Ward and Mr Massey will hardly welcome quarantine but considering what a killer the pandemic is, I am sure they will make the right decision.
I look forward to seeing you eventually and I shall expect a serenade on your fiddle!
Jessica
October 1918

 

         
Dear Mr Muller
I am Mrs Kate Tremoille, related in marriage to Jessica Collingwood who, as you may know, died of the Spanish Influenza last week. She worked at Auckland Hospital until very ill and is buried there in the Hobson Street Cemetery.
The hospital forwarded her personal effects and among them is a bundle of letters between her and Harry Wainwright. I don’t believe life was ever the same for Jessica after Harry was killed in action.
Harry’s father died in 1917 and the influenza has also taken off his mother.
Since her last letter was to you, I am forwarding these. You and Harry were friends and I cannot think of anyone else who should have them.
Yours very sincerely
Kate Tremoille (Mrs)

February 1919
            

 

         
Fred
            
I was down with gut-ache the night you fiddled at our camp, but I twigged when the others talked of the one -legged chap called Hooter.
            
Bob Moran: remember me? I got married when I got back from the war but the drink took over. Gallipoli then France, and what to show for it, eh? I could not make people understand what we went through. And I got mustard gas in my lungs — not enough for a pension but enough to keep me coughing.
            
I will give this to the Post Office — they say the Wandering Fiddler goes through twice a year. Our camp will have moved on by then, God knows where.
            
What to show for it, eh, Hooter? A bloody work camp and the world bust. The war to end all wars for a better world? Keep fiddling, my old soldier mate, and keep wandering.
            
God bless
            
Bob Moran, once sergeant, Wellington Battalion, now a work camp labourer
            
June 1930
            

 

         
Rosewood Town Library
 

Dear Glenda
You like historical odds and ends so these might be of interest. They’re letters and sketches, mostly from a chap called Wainwright at Gallipoli to his girlfriend back home. I can’t find any next of kin to send them to.
The letters talk a lot about that one-legged fellow, the fiddler, who’d do dances for a few pennies and a roof over his head. Remember him? Apparently he got caught in a storm and pneumonia set in. These letters and his fiddle were about all he had on him.
Speaking as one who did his time in the trenches, I wouldn’t like to see the letters chucked away. Not that we need worry, now that Chamberlain and Hitler have patched things up in Munich. Nobody’s crazy enough to want another war.
Robert Bowman (Sergeant)

June 1939
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Ruth Bowman
Community Affairs Leader
Rosebank

Jo Bleeker
Archives
Alexander Turnbull Library

Wellington

Jo,we were having a major cleanout of the old library and found
this bundle of letters tucked away - under the water pipes of all
things. Some have fallen victim to the damp but most are intact.
They are letters from an Anzac soldier, Harry Allan Wainwright,
to a Jessica Collingwood. There are a few from others too. My

grandfather was the policeman in Rosebank and he mentioned
these letters once, but they have been mislaid for many years.

Read them, Jo, but keep a box of tissues handy — and | mean that.
It's such a moving story. Some bits had been blacked over by the
wartime censors but we’ve managed to work out most of what
they said and restored these sections in our enclosed transcripts.
Handle them carefully: | know you will recognise their value.

Ruth
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