
Monday the 15th of  October 1918, St Minihiel (Meuse) Enrick Mojuck 

At last 6 o’clock! The regimental postman is currently distributing the mail long-awaited in half  
the trenches. A ray of  joy in our everyday horror. Indeed, my days are taken up with the 
construction of  trenches and abatises. Despite this, we were able to kill a French spy found by 
the barbed wire this morning. Alas, I didn’t have the pleasure of  sticking the fatal blow to this 
Calmüser. I wait in line with my comrades until it is finally my turn.

The postman hands me my package. From the first glance I recognize my mother’s handwriting 
on one of  her typical purple envelopes. I observe this letter for a good two minutes. Having not 
had any news for one week, which is a very long time when one lives under the constant sound 
of  bombshells and mortars, I am more than thrilled of  its arrival. 

I cant wait to discover the contents of  this letter. To do so, I move under a shelter and lie down 
in one of  the beds, or should I rather say, sorts of  benches.

The contents of  the letter, here they are:

“My Schatz,

I haven’t received any news from you nor yesterday nor today, which is quite a long time. I am rather demanding, 
aren’t I? Although, isn’t it my role as a mother to worry about you? However, I know that either you haven’t been
able to write or I’m going to receive two of  your letters the same day this week, the post office is overloaded with 
work and doesn’t know how to manage it. 

I hope your feet or hands are not cold, that you have brought enough socks but also and most importantly that you 
are having enough to eat. You who is particularly fond of  my Kartoffelnsalat. Protect yourself  as much as you 
can from the rain and the mud for you could catch pneumonia or even worse…I wouldn’t want anything bad to 
happen to you. I hope you haven’t met those Prügelscheißer bastards.

Our village is practically deserted. A large majority of  the men have been called to the front and/or have enlisted 
themselves, demonstrating great courage like you.

And, you know, the neighbor’s brother, the one you used to pretend-fight with on the weekends and with whom you
would come home from school through the shortcut? He returned home because he was hit by a bombshell and had 
shrapnel in his legs. The doctors had to amputate at Feldlazarett. He is as of  now a legless cripple. His sister 
takes care of  him everyday; she helps him get around in his wheel chair whilst singing to him odes about his battles
and his bravery. Anyway, yesterday, I came across her in tears as she has financial difficulties and regrets not 
having a husband to help her with this. She is sad but you know her pride, she doesn’t want to be helped.

Here life continues, nevertheless, even if  requisitions make everyday difficult. The house has not changed, the 
bricks still undergo erosion from the sea winds and the blascht still raises the tiles to announce a thunderstorm. 
The only difference in regards to a few months ago is the emptiness, this audio and physical void since you left, my 
little Enrick. Indeed, I do not need to prepare the Kartoffelnsalat for three, if  not four, given your appetite. 

Your father, of  a reserved nature, speaks little but I know for a fact that he thinks constantly of  you, as well as 
your incredible courage. Moreover, I saw him discreetly slip in your photograph in his wallet the other day. We pray
for you, it makes our family proud everyday. You are very brave, do not give up.

Hildegarde shares my point of  view. She finds you prepared to face death, the cold and hunger. And all the more 
so when she was able to see the consequences of  the soldiers’ bravery since the return of  her brother. Sometimes, 
when the night comes and silence descends onto the house, the patriotic chants becoming silent, I shamefully start to 
question the values. I’m scared, scared to lose my child in this atrocious war. I ask myself  how you, with all your 



innocence and softness, could be surviving since 2 months. I question myself  on the possibility you have of  escaping
all the bombshells that have fallen down on you up until now. And it’s Hildegarde that has found a way to allay 
my concerns. According to the neighbor, even though you are far, all our thoughts are for you and we pray that you 
come home safe and sound. We support you with all our heart, not only the family or the friends but also the 
German people.

I join this letter to a packet containing chocolate, because I know how crazy you are about it, hoping that it will be 
a source of  joy and that it will be something out of  the ordinary to you.

Küsschen”

The letter fails to escape me when I finish this ever so comforting lecture and I admire the 
photograph that she has attached before tasting the bar of  chocolate. Oh, my dear parents, if  
only you knew the real reason of  my departure!

It is with conscience, but not necessarily complete knowledge of  cause, that I left to the front. 
You have always told us, Kai and I, that despite all the sacrifices it induces, we must accomplish 
our duty to the fullest. This war is my opportunity to apply your – our family device. As 
Hildegarde sings so well:

“We have to kill the savages and the unclean that have wanted to lower the German people to the
level of  savages”. We must massacre the French as well as all those who defend these monsters 
and no German is one too many to do so.

The beautiful Hildegarde… This sublime creature, with its blue eyes like the Ostsee that was part
of  my everyday panorama, until a few months ago yet. Her long curly hair that undulate in the 
ocean winds.

I haven’t yet had the chance to kill Calmüsers. Dear god, how I suffer from lack of  food and 
from the absence of  Maman’s good little meals. Here the priorities are rather the contrary, we 
simply attempt to survive.

You have no idea, my soft blonde, what Man is able to do against his alter ego. It has been two 
days already that my shoes are greasy with human brains, that I crush thorax, that I find and 
gather entrails to remove them from the path. However, contrary to expectations, I who used to 
faint at the simple sight of  blood, I now stay tough, probably driven by the values that are my 
own and that I wish to defend until the end.

I wake up with a jolt when the Onkelpitsch invade the trenches. A trio of  American soldiers 
advances slowly towards me. I try to escape but they accelerate their pace. And, little by little, they
draw nearer. They seem angry against me as if  they wished to retaliate for this morning’s attack. 
The rapidest one of  them pounces on me and tackles me to the floor. His two comrades join him
and cease me by both arms. Their yellow teeth utter loud grindings with each of  their words. I 
slowly lose consciousness to give way to my subconscious…

I still remember the time when I housed with my parents, in Straslund. I’ve always been skittish 
but, in Straslund, it was a whole different ballgame. In January, the average temperature was close 
to -1°. It was so cold that the shabby coats in my possession were not sufficient to keep me 
warm. My mother used to tell me continuously that if  I wanted to warm my body up, all I had to 
do was exercise and, thanks to that, that I aspired to become a footballer. It is the reason for 
which, at the age of  8, I was training with more drive and rigour than my comrades. A few years 
later, I still practiced this sport, which since I was 8 had not ceased to torment me. I had 14 years 



of  age and I was rather unskilled compared to certain newcomers however I possessed a quality: 
perseverance. Following my relocation, some twenty blocks down the road, I was no longer able 
to get to the football pitch other than through dark and sinister alleyways. Even under the 
scorching sun of  summer, the few paths that run along the industrial wasteland stayed dismal. 

The first time I wanted to go to the football pitch I ignored the bad company that gnawed at 
these filthy and narrow alleyways. The occasional washing line that connected building to building
blocked the feeble rays of  sunshine from illuminating the pathway. Numerous rubbish shafts 
slowed down the advancement of  a few passers by who dared to venture there. A poster here and
there caught the eye of  the rare and courageous people who lingered. The French enemies 
appeared on the posters, of  course. The French ogre devoured the German babies who were 
lured in with the help of  poisoned sweets. My progress was slow but careful because, as my 
father liked to say, ‘ he who runs too quickly falls too quickly’. I heard some cries and sneers 
amplified by the lack of  surrounding noise. As I advanced bit by bit these noises only increased 
until I found myself  face to face with the source of  these disturbing noises.

I see a theatre somewhat bloody to my eyes. In front of  me three men stood up, or as my mother
likes to call them, three adolescents. These three individuals brutalized my best friend, Fynn. A 
big blond with blue eyes and quite puny with whom I do football and spend all my afternoons 
with for as long as I can remember. He had a few coins to buy his snack with and, like me, he 
knew this short cut. It is, in fact by following his advice to avoid the detour to get to the stadium 
that I began walking through these alleyways. He had always told me that no one ever fell face to 
face with these guys in the street and that it was a question of  probability, although I have to 
admit neither him nor I knew what this was about. Stubborn as he is, he surely must have refused
them access to his wallet and they gave themselves for mission to rob him, adding a severe 
correction with it. I froze a short instant, in front of  him, not knowing what to do. My senses 
had stopped functioning, leaving my whole being faced to the impossibility to act. The tallest of  
the three delinquents wore a Nazi jacket, with a whole in the back pocket and gave him repetitive 
punches in the face and the lower stomach, whilst the other two henchmen similarly dressed 
stopped him from moving. In front of  the think morphology of  three men, I knew my help 
would have been useless. Therefore, like a cowardly valet faced with the funereal destiny of  his 
master, I stayed standing there hoping Finn would be able to come out of  this, even if  the way 
out of  this unfair battle was commonly known even from the first second. Every minute that 
passed felt like an eternity but, to my great surprise, Fynn waited for the biggest one to have his 
back turned and gave him a whack between the shoulder blades and, putting his weight on his 
back, pushed the other two accomplices to the ground. Those having let go, he threw his arm on 
him, elbowing one of  the aggressors. Taken by surprise by the young man’s act that had not 
resisted up until now, they were not able to follow him once he had escaped. Leaving the impasse,
Fynn noticed me; he was looking at me with sad eyes and shed a tear. Then, took off. That 
particular day, I was ashamed of  myself, ashamed of  having stayed in the shadow in front of  
danger, of  having stared at these abuses against him and not taking an action, not doing anything 
to try to stop the awful affront that defies the laws of  loyalty that are taught at schools, figure in 
journals and in most family homes.

Now I am in the same position as Fynn, under the same conditions as Fynn except for the fact 
that I am not as fast as he is. Fear takes hold of  me as I see my end approaching. 



I am going to die. There is no doubt about that. I see those three strangers looking at me,
grinning with the side of  their lips. I can’t believe they are in the same world as I am, that they are
humans.

    They are going to torture me, it’s customary for the Allies.

    These monsters take on prisoners, women, kids… How can those humans be so cruel? I do
not want to suffer. I don’t want them taking me away, and I am staying here, dazed, like a
fledgling fallen from his nest. They remain immobile and discuss peacefully, as to defy me even
more with their legitimate superiority. Those meaningless words exit out of  those devils’ mouths
and scare me. I do not want to imagine what they are preparing for me, at all. But, as I am twisted
with fear, one of  my three torturers approaches me and points his bayonet towards me. I close
my eyes. My head strangely empties as I wait for the fatal blow. Seconds pass. Maybe would I
already be dead? No, there I see those three human beings laugh out loud. I slowly open my eyes.
I can’t think normally anymore.
 One of  the Americans ends up coming close to me and starts talking to me in an approximative
German:

“Don’t be scared. We’re only making you prisoner.”
He did not seem as monstrous as I imagined but I still am suspicious of  him. I don’t forget what
they taught me, and reminded me from the start of  my service. What they do to prisoners is
unthinkable. I need to escape, go away one way or another. I then naively ask my interlocutor to
let me go. I beg for mercy, but he simply stares at me and translates it to his camarades. Those
burst out laughing again, and he replies that it is impossible. That he must make me prisoner, as
instructed by the superiors. This is the end. I am going to be tortured, then die. Being a prisoner
is synonymous with submission and thus a horrible end. It was repeated so much to me that I
don’t doubt it anymore, so much that I reply that I prefer to be killed. When I add that I do not
want to be prisoner because the Pitschmänner that they are will cut off  my legs and hands, I see
his facial expression change. He slyly translates my words to his colleagues and they, in their turn,
stiffen their expression. One of  them slips a few obfuscated words to the translator, who in turn
asks in German:

“Where from did you get those lies? Who told you this?”

I respond with the fact that everybody knows, that it’s repeated to us in the boot camp and that
it’s even written in the magazines. Once my messenger translates, the three Americans start
talking to each other and seem outraged and annoyed. Even with a few slips of  knowledge of
this language, I’m not able to grasp a single word of  their animated discussion. After consulting
each other, the translator starts laughing and and thinking I don’t know what, then coldly says,
with a malicious grin on his lips:

“It’s not true, however we do use a trench knife to carve the initials of  the prisoner on his
stomach, never we touch the arms or the legs.”

Once these horrors leaped out of  his mouth, he began laughing even more. Just imagining if
what he says is true is giving me nausea. I promise myself  to never soften myself  again in the
face of  the enemy, and tell myself  that the only chance now is to flee. I then discretely place my
hand on my pocket knife that they luckily did not notice, I promise myself  to kill the first one to
approach me, even if  my chances of  survival seem null. I remind myself  of  the unpredicted
victory of  Fynn and it inspires hope into me. Indeed, the burning memory of  the shame I felt of
being passive in this alley when I was only a child, makes me want to act differently this time. “I
am the master of  my destiny” I say to myself  over and over again. The three Americans continue
to talk and snicker and that fills me with an immeasurable hatred. I am nothing to them.



 After a few minutes, one of  the three men approached me slowly, it wasn’t the translator. I am
seized by panic and I tighten my grip on the dagger so hard I can feel the blood pumping inside
my hand. The monster approaches more and more, I need to act fast. I know that he does not
mean well and that my life's in danger. I see the whole horror of  man in his sarcastic grin, who
does not seem to be human anymore. As he is only a meter away from me now, I shake so much
I fear missing my strike. I need to take a hold of  myself  again. This is the time. As he is bending
towards me, I take out my knife and cut him so violently that a stream of  blood flooded me. I
hear the other two screaming, I am already up on my feet and start to run, as if  I were possessed.

 I run, run with all my strength without looking back. This picture, of  me slicing the neck of  that
poor man is engraved in my mind forever now. I feel dirty and horrible as if  I became alike. As if
I, too, have lost my humanity by this gesture. I tried to grasp my senses, but it is impossible to
reject this horrible act. My only thoughts go to this young soldier and his last breath accompanied
by his suspicious stare. What have I done? Why is this image still staying in my head? Why are my
thoughts so dark? Have I made the right choice? After all, they were going to torture me, haven’t
I acted on a legitimate basis? They are the monsters, it was my duty. I try to reassure myself  while
accelerating my pace as much as I could.

    I feel like I am going mad, my legs don’t respond anymore, I can’t feel them, most likely
because of  the effort. I am tired of  fighting in this endless war, against all those monsters,
monsters that become innocent with death. Simple human beings taking weapons to defend ideas
beyond them. I have a family waiting for me, far from this hell. I must continue fighting for their
sake, but I hear death’s steps getting closer and closer to me.

Nein!

    This pain… in my chest… Would it be death that falls upon me? But it is too soon, I did not
have time to see neither my family, nor my beautiful blonde. In this moment of  apotheosis, I
can’t manage to concentrate, only being able to think of  the pain that’s eating me.

    I see myself  again as a child, entering the perfumed house. I see my mother again, boiling
potatoes, our usual meal. To when does my last true meal date? I can’t remember. For too long
have I not been able to eat well. What they give us here is infect, but each meal is such a relief
that we simply cannot refuse it.

    I see myself  going into the forest, playing with butterflies, chasing my camarades. What am I
saying? My friends. It’s true that before we were camarades, we were friends.I never noticed that
by being so much time at the front, that all notion of  friendship disappears, even if  we try to help
out each other as much as possible, the life on the frontline is everyone on his own. We forget a
lot of  things with the horrors of  war. War destroys everything on it’s way, nothing is preserved,
be it nature and the landscape or the men and their morale.

    I see myself  again in front of  that train. I stood there, in front of  this mass of  metal that was
going to take me into the devil’s mouth, in his teeth of  death. But I did not know it. I remember
the feeling of  the moment, it was only pride, but how was I not to be proud? I was going to serve
my country and fight against these people who we label as monsters. I did not know know what
“war” meant.

Not yet!



    I feel the pain anew> My body is tearing apart and I can feel it, could it be the end? My life
ends like this? No, it mustn’t. I still have so much to say or to see.

    I want to see her oh so white face again, and touch her soft skin over and over again. I want to
lose myself  again in her deep ocean blue eyes that make me capsize over and over. I want to fall
in love with this woman, again and again…

    I want to kiss once again this lady who carried me and raised me, eat some of  her delicious
cake and feel her body heat when she takes me into her hands. Hear her melodious voice, when
she sang lullabies to make me go to sleep, or her laugh, her bottomless joy of  living.

    I want to return to ignorance and peace, in my childhood, made up of  laughter, games and
innocence.

    Yes, that’s right, I want to live my life again. My life is not war. I want to see again the man who
made me and taught me the true values of  life. I want to re-live all those moments, that come
back to us when you realize you have regrets for them.
    I became one of  the little figurines that are sculpted in the wood, from when I entered this
world made of  soldiers and arms. Unfortunately for me, I am one of  those pawns who you are
not afraid to lose because there are multiple on the board and that we play without even thinking
about the committed act and the possible consequences. Our superiors have a more guaranteed
time to live. Their sole role is to send us to our demise. Instructors are merely good speakers, as
they become useless when it’s their turn to fight, they teach things that they do not even know
how to apply, they wouldn’t even be able to take three steps on the frontline. Unfortunately, I
discover this only now, and in the worst possible conditions. Finally, there are the kings and
queens, the ones who govern the war machine, yet don’t participate in it.They are so absent from
the conflict that we forget them in the daily horror. It is even quite paradoxical, that we continue
to fight for their ideals even though we don’t know anymore who installed those ideas at the start.

    We fight to protect them without realizing it. This whole story is but a game of  chess, and we
are the pawns. The education given to us during all those months is all but a lie. All this world,
filled with corpses and blood, is all but a lie. We are fed embellishments from the start, telling us
that we will be the kings, and that we’ll win this war, that our return will be acclaimed and that
we’ll all feel good and strong. But there is nobody for me, I hear the cries and the rage of  this
man, who is killing me. I feel the bayonet piercing me, letting this hot liquid flow over my
stomach as a deliverance.

    I didn’t win anything but I certainly lost everything, The world is falling apart around me,
everything spins and mixes together.

    I don’t know where is the sky, where is the ground, all I do is hover.

    I see the end coming. I feel reassured, it’s the first time in quite a number of  months that this
feeling surfaces again. Deep inside of  me, I am happy that all this comes to an end, I don’t want
to see these people fall one by one behind an excess of  violence. I do not want to assist this
blood-filled, deafening spectacle.

    But the sadness is still here… Those faces that I love so much, don’t go away. You can erase
yourselves bit by bit in my memory but I don’t want that. I don’t want to lose you. I want to live
to see you all alive, but you seem so far away.



    These faces who mattered so much to me, why are you becoming strangers? Why so much
injustice for a young person such as me?

    What is happening? Am I going away? Is this death?
    Mom, dad, I feel so alone. Where are you? Who are you?

    All this is blurred, I lose myself. My thoughts and my memories mix, I don’t control anything
anymore. Please… Yes, I am talking to you, my belt, you always tell me: “Gott mit uns”. So
please,make it stop. I feel my belt being snatched, then, nothing.

October 1918,
Saint Minihiel (Meuse)

Bernard Glass

    It’s not long since I am in France, my new uniform is still in good condition and I am ready
and motivated to fight. We received the order to attack the enemy trenches. I am with Jakie
Brauer and Mark Mumford, my teammates that I got to know a the beginning of  our entry into
war. I don’t know them very well but in a way, we are close and we trust each other, certainly
because we come all three from the same country and wear the same greenish uniform.

    I am equipped with a bayonet, a weapon that carries all the responsibility to keep me alive, but 
also having the purpose of  exterminating my adversaries.

When we jumped in the trenches, we came across a young, pudgy German who unfortunately 
decided to sleep right when we arrived. We got closer to him, and as he heard us he woke up and 
gave the three of  us a confused look. After having noticed our round helmets, he jumped up and 
and vainly tried to run away over the parapet but, in spite of  his effort and his will to escape, the 
pudgy man was too slow. So Jackie quickly caught up with him and brought him back to us. 
Understanding that runnaway wasn't a solution for him, the young German had run out of  
possibilities. So he stood there in front of  us, motionless, fearing that a simple movement could 
become a justification for his death sentence. To have a bit of  fun and to take advantage of  my 
domination over him, I made as if  to attack him with my bayonet. I was smiling while he was 
trembling. He is weak, alone and exhausted while we are strong and witty. The patriotic hymns 
that were frequently heard in the streets of  California spoke true; our ennemies are inferior and 
we – the “Sammies” as the French call us – put enough heart at the work so that our actions are 
considered attacks and not counter-attacks. 

    Jackie starts talking to him in German and the kid seems to be a bit reassured, probably 
because he doesn't feel anymore like a complete stranger and unable to communicate with us. So 
now he starts begging us to let him go. He falls to his knees, his hands together as if  to pray. He 
is disgusting and pathetic, ready to lose his whole dignity so that we let him go. We explain to him
that this won't be possible as we follow captain Matlock's strict order to make him prisoner. His 
face is now the one of  an entirely desperate boy; he looks to the ground, then lifts his head up 
and asks us to kill him because he'd rather die than being tortured during his emprisonment. The 
boy is crazy ! He tells us that we, Americans, slit the hands and feet of  our prisoners. Who does 
this idiot think we are ? That little man allows himself  to insult us and command us to spare him 
his sufferings ? I say to Jackie :         –  “Ask him where did he hear such fibs.” 
    And the miserable boy answers us that they are taught this in their instruction camps. This is 
how one can recognize the Germans, ready to do the most despicable things in order to send 



young, immature kids, condemning them to death. By indoctrinating them like this, they just 
create young torturers trained to the most extreme situatons.

    Personally, before this answer, I had nothing in particular against the Germans. To tell the 
truth, I never spoke to them, but this reply was sufficient to make me turn against them. They 
dare to spread such rumours while it's them, the Jerrys who do those things ! Hypocrites !

    Alright, alright ! I gotta calm down and concentrate on the situation. It is necessary that I find 
a stratagem to make this sassy young boy pay for his audacity. I started laughing as I thought 
about a little trick that we could do against him. Discreetly, I whisper to Jackie : 
“Tell him that, according to the rules, when we get a prisoner, we have to engrave his initials on 
the skin of  his stomach with a knife from the trench !”

    Jackie bursts out laughing and turns to the German. The kid looks at us, afraid, his hands 
against his chest in fetal position. He listens to our conversation and seems curious, but also 
terrified of  this foreign language. Jackie translates him what I told him with a big smile on his 
face.

    The little boy becomes all pale and starts moaning while squirming on the ground of  the 
trench. He crawls and seems to be close to fainting. He then begins to undress himself  with 
trembling hands, while begging us in an approximative english to get done with it, and quickly. 
Then, he says something in his beard, which in German sounds strongly like “I never should've 
listened to personnal considerations which now lead to my loss in the worst way that could be : 
dying by the hands of  these brave Americans.”

    It is at this moment that we realize that the kid wears a beautiful buckle on which is written 
Gott Mit Uns. We already had some of  these when other comrades came back from various 
attacks. It's become a famous war souvenir for us now. Abrahal even sent some to his wife to 
prove her his bravery. Jackie wanted it for himself  as a souvenir of  this little adventure but I told 
him that he couldn't take it from him because it would be stealing. So Jackie decided to buy it 
from him. He turns to the German and explains him that he wants his buckle and that he'll give 
him ten francs in return. But the kid is too preoccupied by the lies that we told him earlier to 
answer or even hear what Jackie's telling him and keeps on crying, imagining the pain that he was 
probably going to feel soon. 
I got angry once more. The child doesn't listen to us anymore, how rude !
“Go on, you can take it from him now !” I told Jackie, “take it if  you want !”
    Jackie, delighted to acquire a new buckle, bends down towards him to undo it. The kid screams
so loud that he pierces my ears and gets out a knife that he had kept hidden under his tunic.

    
    With a fast movement, he slits Jackie's throat, who falls immediately to the ground. His arteries
cough up blood against the wall of  the trench. 

    The move was quick and precise. I was so surprised by this attack that I didn't take the 
initiative to run and catch him. The kid is already on the other side of  the parapet and runs away 
from us. After a moment, I come to my senses, and I start running at him. Fortunately, he isn't 
very fast and I soon got right behind him. He doesn't deserve a quick death, he's abused of  our 
kindness and betrayed us ! Jackie, he was a regular and nice man. If  he could avoid hurting 
people, he'd do it ! We treated him in a correct way ! We could've taken his buckle from him 
straight off  ! This is why I didn't  shoot him. 



    Instead, I stuck my bayonet in his back multiple times, and then I smashed his head with the 
but of  my rifle, hoping that the repetition of  my strikes could get my friend back to life or at 
least compensate his loss in an emotive way, but none of  this happened, to my great dismay. 
Tears come to my eyes and my rage and sorrow make one. He is dead. 

    Never in my life will I trust a German again.

February 10th, 1919

    This is it, it's been more than four months since I am at the front now and, thanks to 
Clemenceau, I will be able to leave and spend seven days on the Côte d'Azur before my supposed
return to war which, I hope, will be replaced by a return to my home. I'm excited at the idea of  
being far from those deafening noises and this violence and get back to civilization, far from the 
dehumanization from which all of  the soldiers have been victims during this first total war. I'm 
impatient to finally be able to eat conveniently and avoid risking my life, an activity that was 
constant during the war, like a sword above my head which weighed more and more each day.

I am proud to have killed Germans but I would be even more so if  I returned home without any 
injury except the psychological lesions.
 
            I remember, like a mental photograph, forever imbedded in me, of  the first smile of  the 
French soldiers at our sight. They seemed reassured at our coming, and if  there was any doubt in 
the house of  one of  my comrades, to take up arms and knock down these Boschs, after this 
visible joy there was none left.       

1919, February 11th,  

Cannes

              I cross France from North to South, in the only hope of  finally returning home. It 
changes me to finally be able to breathe without the fear of  dying. As I arrive on the French 
Riviera, and join between 100 and 2000 of  my compatriots who station in this city, I feel that it is 
impossible, that I am in full hallucination. The contrast between the horror of  the war which I 
have so recently quitted, and the calm which awaited me, is so important that I have the vertigo. I
dare not believe it's over, though I've been dreaming about it for months. But I see the 
sumptuous landscape, feel the sun on my skin, hear the whistling of  the wind and the song of  
the birds, and convince me that everything is real, for it is. Every moment seems to me to be too 
short, while I enjoy the pleasures of  this quiet place in an idyllic place. From now on, I promised 
to take advantage of  every moment, war having brought a new dimension to my life. I, who am 
impatient in nature, have thus profited by every moment of  inaction which I have had during my 
journey, and intends to continue thus. Now that I arrive at Cannes, the landscape is so beautiful 
that it fills me with an emotion I had never encountered before. This simple but powerful 
satisfaction that I have to observe every tree, every bit of  sky, every bit of  nature, was previously 
unknown to me.

            I smiled like a child, attracting the looks of  every passerby I meet. The first time I went to
the streets of  Cannes, I was amazed by the attitude of  the parents who suddenly seized their 
children's hand and took them away from us as if  we were going to eat them like cruel Indians. 
Then, little by little, smiles surfaced on the faces of  the French because they realized a fact: we 
were also of  a Western culture and were courteous.



            Now I walk peacefully towards freedom. I preferred to finish the journey on foot to 
admire the time I have again, and all the new horizons that are offered to me after the hell lived. 
The South of  France is truly magnificent, these green hills remind me of  my childhood and the 
sea stretching as far as the eye can see, of  a breathtaking blue. I look intrigued at the tiny 
buildings that make up the city of  Cannes. They seem so far away, but I do not care. I take 
advantage of  the moment. The bay is sumptuous, the sea is turquoise near the coast, and dark on
the horizon. The green of  the valley is so intense that it almost hurts my eyes, but those 
forgotten colors are for me a source of  inexpressible peace for me. 

          I continue my way, nonchalantly, trying to empty my mind. I whistle cheerfully and try to 
chase the memories of  war that haunt me in spite of  myself. During my peaceful stroll, I realize 
how foolish it is that on earth two different environments coexist. Here, the song of  the birds 
and the laughter of  the premises replace the crash of  the shells and the shootings of  the front. 
The clean, fresh air of  these hills replaces the heavy, foul air of  the trenches. The beauty and 
tranquility of  the coast replaces the horror and fear of  our past life. In making these 
observations, I cannot help feeling a kind of  shame and guilt in me. I think of  all those left on 
the field of  death, without consideration. I find my survival almost illegitimate, and the comfort 
of  the landscape does not seem to me illegitimate.

        It is therefore morose that I arrive at Cannes, filled with my memories of  the front. I took a 
deep breath and started to look for my hotel, although I was not in a hurry. I pace the vivid 
streets trying to retain the places that seem to me worthy of  interest for the few days during 
which I will remain in this unreal city. My repatriation is a miracle in my eyes. After knowing the 
front, no one can expect to have the chance that I had. My friend did not have it, and must be 
hospitalized. I sincerely hope that all will be well for him, he suffered a lot. Telling himself  that in
a few days, he and I will be at home is amazing. Going home seems like a dream, I cannot believe
it, but I prefer to be attached to this little piece of  madness than to go back to the front. This 
place is so horrible that any form of  madness or escape is welcome. I hate war!

           I enter this sumptuous Hotel Metropole. The hall is beautiful, yellow-orange colored with 
yellow and puffy sofas, but a yellow shade of  green. All these colors give me comfort, it changes 
months to live in the mud. Everything seems so luxurious to me, I am no longer used to sitting 
on so soft armchairs. Everything is beautiful around me, so many people walk, roll, talk by my 
side. Some even laughed. Oh these laughs, it's been so long that I have not heard anyone laugh. 
No one laughed at the war, there was nothing but tears, and everything inspired fear. We were 
only entitled to the deafening noises of  grenades or the cries of  superiors. All these noises so 
melodious, they came out of  my memory as time went by. These cutlery that slams the plates, or 
the footsteps that resound in this room, or even those squeaks of  doors. All these noises, we did 
not have them in the trenches. Nothing but seeing so many living people rejoices me in the 
highest degree. There are wooden tables as well as chairs and armchairs filling the entire hall. 
There are small paths that lead to different doors at the back of  the room, it must be corridors 
leading to the different rooms where the guests sleep.
                                                                                                                                              Ther
e is a woman dressed in white. It must be a nurse, maybe she knows where that fellow is hurt.

           I just explained my situation to this young nurse, Miss Adelaide Brow. I almost shout at 
her the name of  "Leslie Yawfitz", as my tension is big, creating a little uproar. This woman 
explains to me, with a contrite smile to her lips, that she does not know the name of  any patient. 
I do not understand. How am I going to find my trenchmate? Oh but of  course, his plate; He 
gave it to me before he was transferred as a cripple. Maybe she knows her soldier number.

  



  - “Number 4905 !” I yelled while I looked at the second tag around my neck, my combat 
partner’s number. Oh! What a miracle ! This woman knows the soldier who’s number this belongs
to ? Is this not a joke ? This is truly a beautiful day. The young nurse indicates the path with 
enormous gestures, obliging me to hold back my laughter. Then, on a small piece of  paper, she 
writes a number, 136, most likely that of  the room of  the patient I’m looking for. 

 

I wave politely, as a gentleman would, and take the direction which she has indicated. I enter the 
hallway on the right. The walls are covered in the same tapestry as in the lobby. They seem 
perhaps a little damaged from up close, although the overall charm is still present. I turn left, then
right, I go up who knows how many floors… It all looks the same. I could walk for hours in 
circles and wouldn't know. But then again, it does not bother me so long as I am walking away 
from the war. I know not how much time I’ve spent walking in this labyrinthe, nor do I know if  
the path that the young lady gave me is the shortest, but I finally find myself  in front of  my 
partner’s door. I don’t know what to do, if  I should knock to let him know I’m here, or go in 
boldly. I don’t even have time to ask myself  this question : the door knob lowers itself  on its 
own. A man emerges, dressed in white and red, most likely blood. “4905” must be on the 
operating table. I vaguely discuss my situation with this man, and he prepares me to enter the 
room. He asks that I dip my hands in alcohol. I don’t remember what this is for, I believe it is to 
profoundly clean one’s hands but I’m not sure. The doctor allows me in. The first thing I notice 
is the whiteness of  the walls. They are covered in small cracks and remind me of  the blinding 
whiteness of  death, concrete death. The man informs me that this room was once a hotel room 
that has been remodeled into an operating room. I look everywhere, everything is different here, 
the colors and tapestries are gone. Only dullness and emptiness remain, as well as a little cart on 
which various instruments are laid out, most likely tools to open flesh such as blades of  different 
sizes. There is also a bed surrounded by people, all dressed in white. On the bed is someone lying
down, they must be “4905”. The man who had helped me up until then left to join his group. He 
clutches  a blade of  ten, as he has just told me, and opens the soldier's leg. I believe they must 
remove one or two bullets that he received during combat. The doctor speaks loudly, asking 
variously named tools from his nurses. I see him pushing something that resembles enormous 
tweezers into the wound that he has just created. He turns it multiple times, tries to grasp the 
bullet then stops, and very slowly the instrument resurfaces and exits the wound. He then puts 
the thing held in the clamp into a metallic bowl. This must be one of  the two bullets. He then 
recommences on a higher part of  the leg. He struggles much more here. I lose track of  how 
much time I’ve been watching this man destroy a leg, but finally he manages to extract the second
bullet from the soldier’s gam. He asks for a needle and string and sews the wound shut. He 
advances rather rapidly. Once everything is over, he congratulates his team before leaving. I glare 
at the door from which he has just exited, as if  I was waiting someone’s arrival. A nurse arrives 
and takes me out of  my thoughts. She asks me to leave the room in order to let “4905” rest. I 
docily obey, used to orders, and leave the room. I find myself  once again in front of  that long 
hallway. I don’t know what to do, I’m rather lost in this big city, I’ve forgotten how to live. I 
realize, once I’ve attained the other end of  the corridor, that subconsciously my feet have put 
themselves into action. I don’t know where I’m going, but it doesn’t matter, we’ll see where life 
takes me.  I continue to walk and find myself  once again in the lobby. I see those machines that 
roll on their own outside. I don’t quite know what they are, but the feeling of  wanting to try one 
overtakes me. It seems to be some kind of  coach without horses as motor force. I exit the hotel 
and walk towards these strange machines. After a 



little discussion with the owner of  a garage named “Orlando”, I learn that he rents them for 30 
Francs a day, I reserve one for the following day and go back inside where it's warm. I go through
a series of  beautiful rooms. My steps lead me to the officers’ game room where I do not belong, 
however one of  the higher ranking officers, whom I don’t know, waves and tells me to stay so 
long as a nurse does not tell me to leave. The atmosphere is a festive one, which gives me joy and 
makes me want to come back more often. In addition, the kitchen is not far and the aroma of  a 
lovely pot-à feu fills the room, which makes my mouth water immediately. The moldings on the 
ceiling, in orange and red tones, are splendid. I even decide to retreive my sketchbook that I’ve 
left in my room, in order to immortalise this typically french decor. In fact my french 
companions in arms, those who taught me the very basis of  such a beautiful language as french, 
had often told me about these ceilings.   

I’m limping slightly since my arrival in town and as I am a bit lazy, I’m searching for a
taxi. Twenty or so minutes later I find one. The chauffeur opens the black door so that I can get
in, and I climb in uncertainly. Some coffee drops from an unknown time stain the glossy leather
seats. The bald driver shows a bland smile suggesting the bitterness of  earning. We exchange a
few words as the moment comes to discuss the price and he throws me out upon learning that I
have only thirty francs. I implore him to give me pity but all he gives me is a slam of  the door of
the sedan as he drives off  in a huff. After a bit of  swearing I got back on track looking for an
alcohol vendor. I still have halfway to go. My last drop of  alcohol dates from two months ago, in
the trenches, before our major learned that it was the French state who was providing us with
one ration of  alcohol to give morale. However, In the United States, that would be illegal,
especially since most of  us are minors.

    As I stagger imperceptibly along the sidewalk, I spot a beggar to whom I give twenty of  my
forty francs. I hope that the alcohol vendor won’t be too strict with his prices like the other two
traders. Along the Rue des Gabres, I finally reach my destination. The vendor’s store is filled with
people, mostly soldiers. I know that alcohol is forbidden on leave but everyone has their vices
and unfortunately, this one is common to most Americans. The bottles are incredibly expensive
but that’s understandable for us, soldiers. I jump into the queue, which will last twenty-five
minutes. When it’s my turn, I’m presented with the choices of  three bottles that fit within budget
of  twenty francs. I’m leaning slightly for the cognac, ten francs a bottle, so I take one. After my
purchase, I take three shots and leave the store in search of  a new universe to explore.

13th February, in the morning

    There, it’s half-past eight and the car is waiting for me. I’m barely twenty years old, so it’s illegal
for me to drive in the United States and I have the luck to be able to in France, on the Cote
d’Azur with my comrades from my division. We are far from the whistling bullets, from absurd
sergeants’ orders, from the cold rain, in summary, from the temptation to desert. We decide to
use one of  the winding roads that lead toward a plateau overlooking the bay. Upon our arrival, we
cut the motor; the car jumps a little but ends up stopping, leaving us to finally admire the
panorama. The sea, the body of  salt water extending beyond the horizon.

    The breeze raises my hairs, I’m shivering but I do not wish to go back yet. I want to make the
most of  these sensations for hours more, away from those of  the battleground. Everything
seems calm. If  I manage to forget, just for a few moments, the months of  war that took me away
from my comrades- more even! My friends! - Then I could say that this is happiness: being on the



Cote d’Azur, on the other side of  the world, far away from my mother and the projects of
marriage she has for me. 

We eat the picnic prepared for us by the nurses at the hotel, those beautiful French girls
with their perfect styling and their big smiles worth all the Californian tans. As the Sun begins to
set over the mountains, our spirits wander, and after our months of  anguish, a peaceful and
comforting lassitude is instilled in us. This is not any sunset like the others; this is my last one in
France, before I go home. I linger even longer on the majestic view before us. It’s as if  nature
wished to pass a strong message to never stop contemplating it. It, who had been destroyed for
the four incessant years of  war, when fields were ravaged by our murderous and enraged
footsteps, forests burned by our fires, neglected by the animals… However here, nature holds
itself  upright and proud as if  to prove, to us, young soldiers ready for anything to protect our
allies against that Mad Brute, before this enemy arrives at our homes and destroys our families,
that the Earth will survive despite our long and tiresome marches in the snow.

    I stay there, sat in front of  the extraordinary spectacle that nature has reserved for me. Dusk
embraces the hill with the beauty of  its colors, the characteristic pink and orange tones that shine
so magnificently in this hour of  the sunset. The night will soon spread its veil for the last time
with me over the French ground, the lights of  towns will light up in the distance as the moon will
rise into the sky to erase for good the this moment of  infinity. 

    With my brothers in arms, we decide to return to the Metropolis by doing a detour via the
moving cantina in Nice. We take the car and when we get to the intersection between l’avenue du
Châtaigner and the place Macé, in Antibes, I don’t see the driver in front of  me. I brake but it’s
already too late: It’s the accident, two rental cars crashed into each other. The impact pushes us
forward, and I hit my head against the windscreen, like Richard. Our ears are ringing but no grave
injuries on appearance. We just need to sort this out with the other driver who doesn’t seem to
have sustained any major damage.

    We don’t know who was in the wrong, and the material damage is terrible: the two bumpers
are broken and the lights cracked. The other car is on the lower side; the right wing is dented,
making the passenger’s door impossible to open. It’s for this reason that my comrades are
pressuring me into running away. However, as I try to start the car, the Blue Force appears and
brings us to the police station where we have to explain ourselves.

    It’s a pretty bad way of  ending our last night in France. We couldn’t have imagined such a night
as we thought we’d instead commit another offense: that of  the flesh. In fact, since our arrival,
the young ladies that we call prostitutes have been giving us the eye as we pass every evening and
every night in front of  the Metropolis, although we are formally prohibited to take paid pleasure
with them. We’re on low profile tonight and enter the hotel in hiding as soon as the police
officers let us go, promising us chase.

14th February, very early

    I wake up in a small white room, for the last time in my life. It’s been a long time that I’ve not
had a truly repairing sleep. I’m happy, sleeping did me a lot of  good. I don’t want to get up from
this bed as it is so comfortable, but my stomach needs food. I get up in spite of  myself  and go to



put on my trousers with my t-shirt before I take the door to join the room in which breakfast is
served.
    It’s only seven o’clock but there’s already almost no food left. This reminds me that we are in a
hotel where there are practically only soldiers, we are all used to the dawn. I take pieces of  bread
with butter. All the French specialties make me laugh.
    I then find myself  in the games room that had already been installed by the Red Cross. There’s 
a newspaper on the table entitled  “The adventures of  Donuts" with “exculsive” photos of  an 
incidend. Intrigued, I start my reading after having sollicited the help of  Miss Adelaide for 
translation. 
The article is the following :

Express News : An accident caused by Sammies on 16th, February 1919

Yesterday, Doctor Claude (first name: Julien), whose medical practice is located on Bel Air Ave-
nue in Antibes, was victim of  a car accident: around half  past five, as he had just fnished his
round of  visits to some clients' houses in his car, driven by his usual chauffeur, another car hit
his, greatly damaging the vehicle without harming any of  the involved individuals.

Accident's Location: crossing of  Châtaigner Avenue and Square Macé in Antibes.

The car responsible for this accident was driven by a young and handsome American soldier. 

It was coming straight from the Eden neighbourhood in Cannes and was heading towards Nice
and Menton. It seems like the fishermen seated in the back of  the car urged the driver to flee af -
ter the accident despite some witnesses' attempts to block the way and the arrival of  police
forces. As the driver was trying to restart the engine, the policemen set up a blockade and took
the Americans to the gendarmerie.

A charge sheet based on statements has been established.

I now realize, with some kind of  horror, that we are the soldiers they are speaking of  and that
our little outting yesterday cost us to be on the front page and headline of  a newspaper in the
worst way possible.

The article is followed by an exclusive interview of  Dr. Julien CLAUDE as he was about to enter
the police commissioner's office :

« Those Americans, under the pretense of  being France's saviors, believe that they have all rights!
And their stupidity almost cost me my life yesterday. Also, total war has caused a major lack of



staff  that the Cannois pay for everyday! Of  all the 70 doctors who were working in Cannes be -
fore the war, only 25 were not mobilized in April 1915. The 1892 law which forbid foreign doc -
tors to work in hospitals without French diplomas was causing even greater wrong to our job. Lu-
ckily, another law, one that allowed derogation, and further ministerial telegrams from 1914 to
1915 brought this situation to an end. As soon as that happened, twenty more doctors came to us
with their diplomas. Yesterday however, some of  the American soldiers that are supposed to de -
fend us have tried to kill me with impunity. It's intolerable! I wish to push this case as far as pres -
sing charges against them and their dangerous behavior with the American forces, to get repara -
tion. »

I lower my head and my shoulders fall down as I read these words, ashamed of  myself.

However, I know I cannot do anything but promise not to do it again in France because I am
going back to the US today. What a lucky timing too, for that will make me escape the prosecu -
tions.

I did not notice time passing. It's already nine, time for my morning training. Leslie trains on the
small terrace out of  the hotel, so I am going to join him. Many people are already aligned there
and talking. I see my comrade up ahead and I walk my way to him. It makes me quite happy to
see that he is back on track and looks healthy. For a while, we speak of  his pains and his recovery.
Then, the training begins.

We start with simple back and arms stretching before moving on to more complex ones.
All this is done in a good mood and I appreciate our small gathering. As training goes on, our ga -
thering gets divided into several smaller groups, some of  which focus on their arms, others on
their back. Everybody is trying to reeducate their body. I join the group of  those attemptng to
learn how to walk again. I help everyone out because I miraculously left every fight without inju -
ry. I talk to some wounded veterans of  their war experiences, of  their accidents and even of  their
past before all of  this shook the world. I laughed a lot and it was long since that had not happe-
ned. Training ends up the way it started : in good mood. Everybody goes back to what they were
doing while I get closer to Leslie. I grab his wheelchair and we discuss his morning achievements.
That is when he asks me to go play tennis, another thing that people tend to do during their reco -
very. I love playing tennis and I used to play it a lot when I was younger. I think I am going to say
yes, it could be a nice experience.When we arrive at his bedroom, I set him up in his bed before
leaving. I get ready for sports. I am over excited about this. I exit my white room and head to -
wards the great hall to join the others. I can hear them from where I am. They all talk really loud -
ly. One could even say they holler or bawl, considering the endless tumult that we all lived in at
the front. It is funny to hear everyone's voice. It has only been a few days since I arrived here, but
I cannot get used to so many people having fun before my eyes. After all, we are in a hotel turned
into a hospital, so everyone here is right to be happy after going through a thing as horrible as
trench warfare. I get a glimpse of  my friend a bit further away, chatting with other people. I join
their group. The whole talk revoved around our habits and the hobbies we have in common. 



Our manager for this afternoon interrupts us to lead our herd to the old tennis courts.
When we reach them, we stretch in order to prevent injuries and we train for basic movements. I
had completely forgotten how exhausting this sport could be : we had just started and I was al-
ready breathless. Some people mock me, but I do not answer back. I cannot contradict them kno-
wing that, in a sense, they are right : I fought furious enemies for months and some basic sports
move are too tiring. This situation is so pathetic I end up laughing at myself. The tournaments
start and I watch the others play, waiting for my turn to come up. When it is, I get to face a man
older than me, fit but with a tense and tired face. He serves first and the match begins for both
of  us. I play backhand after forehand and I keep runing from left to right. My opponent is not an
easy one. Within less than a minute he manages to score a few times. Soon, I get to handle things
again and the match becomes interesting. We are both very focused, not willing to let the other
win. At the ed of  the match, with only two points separating us, my opponent scores with a quick
backhand move that I fail to counter. I have just lost. I do not like that. I know myself  and I
know that I am a bad looser, but as everyone congratulates me for playing well I feel a little better
although my tiredness does not fade.

Defeat leaves a bitter taste on my tongue, but I try to get over it. After all, it's just a game.

 

For the next few hours, we watch the other matches -some of  the teams forfeit, due to pain or 
exhaustion. At the end of  the last match, we are all wearied, and we return to the hotel, clumsily 
dragging our feet. Arrived in the great hall, I say goodbye to everyone, before heading towards 
my bedroom, upstairs. I think that the others are doing the same thing, worn by those games. 
Once in my bed, I make myself  at ease, and a sad smile shows on my face when I see my belt. I 
tell myself  that, beside all these cultural and culinary discoveries, my best memory and my 
greatest pride is, and will always be, this belt : "Gott mit uns", taken from the corpse of  a 
German who I killed a few months ago. I will never forget the one who dared (to) end the life of  
my best friend.

Lexique : 

Calmüser = slang, french soldiers during the First World War,

 mein Schatz =  honey
Kartoffelnsalat = potatoes salad
Prügelscheißer = slang, french civilians 

Feldlazarett = military hospital

blascht = wind
Ostsee = baltic sea
Onkelpitsch = slang, french infantrymen (comes from the sound of the french bullet)

Pitschmänner = slang, frenchman (comes from the sound of the french bullet) 

         


