
Private James Elliston

Another sullen spring day spent sitting and doing nothing. The sky had been grey for a few days, maybe
weeks, I couldn’t remember. I missed the blue skies of  the Côte d’Azur, of  Cannes. The French Riviera
is what dreams are made of. In fact, I was thinking of  going back, once the war would be over. 
Anything to get away from this dull grey. From the rain that was pounding us. From the lightning that 
was striking us, from the rain drops that were falling on us like bullets.

The soft and reassuring mediterranean sea, the sun which had caressed me and warmed me for entire 
days... it all felt like an eternity away. And my landing buddies, with whom I had spent two nights in 
bars, in complete discretion, before having been sent here, seemed further and further away with each 
passing day. The sound of  waves crashing on the beach, the laughter of  young girls doing ricochets on 
the water, the soft marine breeze, they were all memories that made me regret being here, for I wouldn’t
be so unhappy to live in these conditions, in these mires in which we rolled ourselves to sleep, had I not
known better.

I had to survive to see them again : the sea, the seagulls, the sun, the beach, my family, my compagnons 
in other regiments. It is thanks to these things that I managed to stay focused and sane on those empty 
days.

Truthfully, we lost any notion of  time rather rapidly in the trenches. The seconds, minutes, and hours 
blended into each other with no distinction. One would think that the sound of  a mine exploding or a 
cry of  pain would allow time to pass in our minds, mark some sort of  event. It just wasn’t the case. The
cries and explosions were on a continuous loop, it was our daily routine, a murderous symphony on a 
scratched disk. The screaming and the shooting seemed much more familiar than my own family. Even 
during those sad and endless days, when my boredom was one with the various nuances of  grey and 
faded colors of  the dead sky, the newspapers of  our trenches and our card games allowed me to keep 
some sense of  moral.

That day, like every week, we were waiting for the arrival of  the vaguemestre in our trench to deliver the
mail written by our loved ones. He came running towards us, waving around a letter in his hands. It was
of  a lighter color, newer than those which had been tarnished by travel. Out of  breath, he asked for 
sergeant Willsburry, who immediately emerged from his quarters and stood to attention to the 
newcomer.

Sergeant Willsburry took the paper and dismissed the vaguemestre who left on the double. Rather 
rapidly, we we all surrounding him. Even Larry and KArl, who had been arm wrestling, joined us. Like 
every time the sergeant red the letter in silence. In the mean while we began to discuss. On my right, 
two guys who I barely knew, I believe they were called Charles and Eddy, were debating on what the 
letter was about. The first one, Eddy I think, declared that it was permissions, while Charles said it was 
impossible because they had received permissions a month ago and the delay was too short for this to 
also be permissions. I agreed with Charles, but Eddy’s opinions allowed me to have hope. When, a few 



minutes later, the sergeant called us to order,I had to extirpate myself  from the uncontrollable dream 
provoked by the hope of  permissions.

However, when I saw Willsburry’s hardened expression, despite him being a rather joyous and smiling 
person, I understood, as well as all my compagnons, that Charles was right, these were not permissions.
The sergeant took a deep breath, and with a solemn voice, read the message : Every soldier, with no 
exceptions, of  the 369th regiment of  infantry, will, at dawn of  the first of  May, participate in an offense
on the Bois Belleau. We looked at each other in silence, completely beaten down. Sergeant Willsburry 
gave us the order to disperse and we went back to our occupations. As I was walking back to my muddy
stool, I thought back to William and Spencer, part of  the execution team for the day. I could already 
imagine their expressions, when, coming back from their exhausting day, they would learn that they 
would have to launch an offensive by ours sides as soon as tomorrow. 

I breathed the smell of  the trench. The mud-scent of  our lamps was distinguished by a touch of  urine 
from the sisters I had known before. The smells, of  course, were little stew, but they had a relative 
sense of  security after the terrifying bubbling of  the bombs and their smell of  powder and corpses that
traumatized our senses all day.

             Human beings can be comforted by little in such conditions. On my stool, I traveled through 
the eyes of  my comrades, each one scattering in their corner, awaiting the return of  William and 
Spenser. No question of  getting around our makeshift table and playing cards before they return. We 
were all anxious for them to return, without daring to formulate it. After all, would they come back? 
And if  they did not come back, would we play cards in the same way, without letting anything appear?
 It was an overwhelming idea to imagine that the death of  two good and respectable men would change
neither our lives nor the face of  the world. Two existences reduced to nothing and not the least part of  
card canceled. Two dark brown hair appeared at the end of  my field of  vision in the trench and pulled 
me from my dark reflections. William and Spenser, our two comrades, were back. They drew a dirty 
face but did not refuse a few braces. So my card part would happen.

           Everyone stopped asking questions. The night had been falling for several hours already, and the
bunks filled up in sight. However, it is enough that a portion of  wadding is announced so that the 
troops suddenly come alive. And in the space of  five minutes, we were twelve around our folding table, 
ready to play. As usual, Miles distributed and Kent was the first to play, as it was the oldest. Already, at 
home, I was only the younger and I never posed before the others. The most desperate thing, however, 
was to have hardly ever the cards on my side: every face left me to land in the hand of  my brother. 
These considerations came back to me like distant things around this table, as if  they no longer had any
real meaning or significance. A single heroic feeling drove me: the happiness of  serving my nation. In 
any case, that was what our leaders would have liked. The reality, far more remote from the propaganda
films than I was from my home, was not heroic. Wading through the urine and mud, feeling the dead 
and seeing the gaspards parading night and day in a six-foot pit waiting for his turn to die, was not 
heroic.

             A turn passed, then two and Miles twice folded. He often picked up. Four other rounds were 
played, Spenser took one, William and Charles the other two. I did not have a card to win against theirs 
until now and I had waited for the other cards to fall to place mine. My valet of  clover fell on the nine 
of  the same color and I was on to take the fold. A nice shot. But the king soon recovered it, like a 
promise of  defeat. I had badly counted the figures! And then, I got screwed. My valet was of  no use 
now. He fell. Then these thoughts on the cards seemed to me so far away: there was as a 
rapprochement between these and my condition. After all, if  I should die in our offensive of  to-
morrow, would not I be a valet fallen for a king? The chance of  the cards had nothing comparable to 
that of  bleeding to death, touched by a stray bullet among friendly corpses.

          Even worse, had I not wrongly counted on our American figures? Those who foresaw that I 
would make the pride of  my country and my family by taking part in an easy struggle. The same ones 



who had sent me into this hell of  blood, soot, and frightful sounds. Or were they today? Certainly not 
to tremble with cold and fear in the depths of  a pit of  war that was nothing but a funeral pit. Would a 
coffee at the White House prevent the death of  my friends? Yet their names inspired far more pride in 
our country and our houses than my name, with a hand in hand and German blood on the cheek, never
inspired. Me, valet swept by his own king and vowed to fight me against people like me. In fact, as Paul 
Valery said: "War is the massacre of  people who do not know each other, for the benefit of  people 
who know each other and do not massacre." The support of  the leaders, once mired in mud and filthy 
bodies, should not be relied upon. 

Without having won any trick, I stood up and went to my bunk in the dug-out to leave my seat to a
more eager player. It was relaxing for all of  us to stop thinking about our patriotic duty for a second.
From afar, I heard Miles laugh -another victory thanks to his special move. I could not keep from
smiling. I had tied close bonds with these guys, more than with anybody else. They were the ones that
kept me from starting a riot against our leaders or even desert the army. Considering the biaised
mentality of  all newspapers, I did not know what exactly we could believe or not of  what we had been
told about the Germans.  But when I'll see them tomorrow, I'm afraid I'll realize that they only have
two arms, two legs and a head. I was scared to kill somebody who was just like me. In the end, I had
trouble falling asleep because all night I saw this king dance before my eyes, golden crown and royal
stick pointed at me.

    Waken up at dawn by the sound of  our bugle and Kent who was shaking me, I gathered my
equipment and got ready as quickly as I could. Blinding rays of  light were piercing our minuscule living
place -this line of  weak and dirty bunks six feet underground. My pupils took quite some time to adapt
to all this light. I could see an uncertain future ahead: shaped in the dust and the mud of  the trenches.
Once dressed up, I quickly joined the wave of  recruits going to fight. The counter-attack at the Bois de
Belleau was the promise of  a nice revenge over the German attack. Our position, only 20 km South
East of  Soissons, following the Chemin des Dames, could not escape Charles' historical anecdote. It
seemed like he had eaten a whole tourist guide since our arrival here. He spoke of  the Soissons vase
and of  Clovis beheading the soldier who had broken it: revenge for a war loot. Frankly, our current
situation was comparable to Clovis'. Our counter-attack could just as well be for a vase or some lands,
we could all kill our fellow humans in revenge. Us, the Clovis ; them, the barbarians, acting once agaiin
the legend of  an old Frank king on his territory, in the twentieth century. Evidence that men will never
evolve.  

+++

    As strange as it may seem, the sight of  this front, of  these devastated landscapes, rot and beaten by
the very essence of  war, was bringing up some memories of  the past, held so long in the deepest part
of  me. I felt the earth sink beneath my feet. All these footprints... How many of  us had ran this way,
without the ensurance of  ever going back the other? I almost did not notice the beginning of  the
attack. The bravest soldiers were already heading towards the enemy, following orders shouted from a
distance. I could not think of  myself  doing the same thing. Maybe I wasn't brave at all... One thing was
certain. I could not erase the present. So I stayed here, waiting for my turn to come up, the time when I
would be told to go over the top and shoot.

    I remembered things I knew I would never do again, memories, that maybe, tomorrow I would have
forgotten. Because I might be dead tomorrow. But if  I did not make the effort to sacrifice myself, and
the others did likewise, then we would not be the only deaths to lament/deplore. There could be my
father as well, my friends, the card games and laughter among the victims. As I risked an eye above our
meager defensive structure against death, the image of  a chessboard, probably an image from my
childhood, danced between my eyes, blurring reality and picture.

    War seemed to be no more than an immense chess game. Us, the soldiers, were only pawns, that
generals and colonnels moved around on the big board of  the world. Because, ironically, everybody
knows that war is won or lost around a table, not on the battefield.



    In the end, I was only a pawn among many others. A single piece of  a greater puzzle, whose life or 
death was no big matter. Like in the game, we served as sacrifices for the King to win the game.

Black or white pawns, what difference if  not the side? Do they not have the same body shape, are they 
not guided by the same goals?  Those who lead us from their comfortable leather armchairs, strived to 
convince us that this was a clear-cut battle, the brave light versus the evil shadows, Good versus Evil.
 They wanted to make us believe that we were the Good and those running towards us, rifles at hand, 
were the Evil.  But who had armed those rifles?  Who had paid for the ammunition, who had torn 
these men from their homes? A government ?

Hence, were they not our equals?

How could he  be Evil, this German alter ego who looked just like me, stampeding towards me, guns 
ablazing, just like my own reflection ... how could he be guilty if  I was not?

Was  the American next to me more valuable than the German opposite me?

At a mere ten metres ahead of  me, the detonation of  a mine and  screams of  distress took me away 
from my thoughts, indicating the death of  one of  my confreres.  The moment was inappropriate but 
instead of  pitying the decease of  the poor soldier who I probably did not know, I could not help my-
self  from envying him.  He, at least, would no longer have to tolerate all of  this.  The deafening noise, 
the pools of  blood.  The urine under the floorboards. The rats, the lice, the cold and the terror.  He 
was at last reunited with death, at least, this is what I told myself. 

However, reality set in. Another meaningless death.

The Germans were no more imbued with rage than myself, but, in their eyes, I could see something 
much worse.  Emptiness.  An emptiness that told me that he did not want  to be here today either.
 That he, also, may  have a family and did not want to be treated like a pawn.  I made my decision.

I would not follow the rules.

Without receiving the least order, I left the post that had been designated to me, and headed south-
west, towards  No Man's Land, in the direction of  our trenches.

I could hear, behind me, the exclamations of  those shouting for my return and others  accusing me of  
folly.  One even insulted me, before adding "deserter!".

I was running non-stop, thoughts  bursting  through my brain : life, death, blood, muddying my field of
vision.  A man's life hangs on a thread.   Mine may have been hanging on a shot.

A bullet ripped  through the scarlet,  bloody flesh of  my leg.



No cry of  pain escaped my lips.  I could not catch my breath, and the heavy atmosphere of  combat pu-
shed down on my shoulders, following the rhythm of  German machine-gun  fire, trying to destroy us.
 Then I lost my breath, to the virtual point of  suffocation.  Nearly immediately, I  fell into the same 
trench where I had previously stayed during those long grey days, causing me to embrace the mud and 
the dust, and reminding me of  that heroic instant of  rebellion which, in reality, had only lasted for a 
fraction of  a second.

My eyes opened little by little.  The scent of  fresh sheets, disinfectant and sweat.  My legs were heavy, 
my body inert.  The heat of  the sun.  It was daytime.  I was in a room and everyone was staring at me.
 The pink wall paper seem  luxurious, even if  somewhat shabby, in any case, I cannot recall ever having 
seen anything like it.  Above me, a chandelier hung, its cristal tassels sending out radiant reflections to 
the four corners of  the room.  I looked down at my leg.  Even beneath the bandages, I could perceive 
blood stains, similar to those on the edge of  my bed, showing signs of  obvious  bleeding.

Then I understood.  I had been injured, I had been shot in the right leg.  At that moment, I knew that 
the war was over for me. My leg was too painful.  I writhed beneath the thin sheet feeling the pain wor-
sen, saturating my nerves.  The doctors told me not to worry, that my recovery was progressing well, 
the bullet had been removed from my leg and that, as soon as I felt better, I could access  the depart-
ment of  physical therapy and go outside.

The hours passed by and looking at the other injured men was the only thing to do. I had lost any 
notion of  time. It had been twelve hours maybe, when somebody announced me that I was going to be
sent to another hotel reconverted into a hospital : the Bristol in Cannes, in the physiotherapy 
department. 

    So I arrived to the Bristol and found myself  with three roommates. I regularly had physiotherapy 
sessions. I was also told that our counter offensive had been very successful. We hadn't lost many men 
and we got hold of  the majority of  their artillery, which we brought back to the centre of  the village. 
Unfortunately, my leg got amputated; it got infected and became too painful. So I had to undergo 
physical therapy to learn how to walk with my wooden leg. On the positive side, I was gonna walk 
again. One of  my roommates however, also American, had the right to get out of  the hospital. He 
always used to tell me about his jaunts every night. He told me about his walks on the Côte d'Azur 
beaches and in the countryside of  Nice. 

    I especially loved his story about the tapenade and the olive oil and how he got invited in an old 
house with big stones and a red-tiled roof, a real Provençal one that you only find here, for a tasting of  
the local products. But I also enjoyed hearing about his comings and goings in the Old Nice, his 
gustatory experiences, salads and aïoli, some clothes hanging from the windows and the incredibly high 
streets, the unbelievable sights that there is on the sea and the moutains behind it, and the lemon from 
Menton. A splendid place apparently.

    My comrade often took our bread tickets and brought back to us some fresh baguettes almost every 
day, while eating some of  it. He also stayed for a little while at the canteen, which was settled on the 
Jetée of  the Nice Promenade where he met many persons who fought in the war as well. The majority 
of  them were French, obviously, but he also came across some of  our brothers, the Americans. “We 
had developed a taste for the sun here in the South” he told me. But he said that the storekeepers 
laughed at us and abused of  our naivety and of  our happiness to be here in a country so joyful with its 
sun always shining and its smile, even in these times of  war. They made the Americans pay more, by 
making false convertings of  francs to dollars. He didn't seem to mind that. He even told me once that 



he came across some prostitutes on the seaside, a rather amazing story. In fact, this was despite the 
order that Hugh had been given about the prostitution centres and the clandestine prostitutes, who 
stipulated that the French and American authorities cooperated to prevent the soldiers on leave from 
such a misbehavior and from meeting with “such women”.

    The more days went by, the more this desire to go to those things, to have a walk and to live, myself, 
these adventures wouldn't stop growing in me. Hugh told me that even the YMCA, settled along the 
Promenade Des Anglais, got the authorization to organize some sport sessions for our soldiers, on the 
Weapon Spot of  the city. I was so impatient to go out... The only activity that I was allowed to do here 
was just to go out on the balcony. I was still too weak. But I kept on hoping to be given the go-ahead 
for my going, soon. I was longing with impatience for this day to come. During my long days of  
waiting, I occupied myself  as I possibly could, watching for dear friend to come back, so that I could 
listen to all his crazy daily activities. A gloomy premonition was born in me.

    A feeling of  the end. As if  all these thoughts didn't flow out anymore, that my body was coming to a
turning point.

    Was that the end of  my pain ? This would mean that I too, would be able to go out and join Thomas.
Nevertheless, I didn't give up on hope, I felt that my turn was coming. In probably two weeks' time, I'll 
be recognized as able to go out of  here. Of  course, the Bristol had taken good care of  me and I didn't 
regret the moments passed here. As usual, I repeated my daily routine : wake up, eat, have a little nap 
followed by my excursion to the balcony, waiting impatiently for my friend. He had just then met a 
french woman whom he liked. He seemed to have a passion for her, to the point that he even wanted 
to get settled on the Côte d'Azur for the rest of  his days to come. And then I was told about the end of
the war, the armistice apparently. This could most likely be the end which my body was turning towards
to a couple weeks ago. But still, my feeling wasn't gone after these news.

    When I woke up, my left leg seemed terribly heavy. It made me suffer, more than it should have after
a month of  convalescence. After multiple examinations, the doctors didn't find anything. The pain grew
more and more. I began to feel my spirit rambling when a doctor came in the room. He got closer to 
me and saw my eyes closing, and said something about an infection, but I had some troubles getting 
what he was saying because of  all this mist invading my spirit. He left me as he believed I was sleeping. 
And it was the case. That day, I fell asleep knowing that I wouldn't wake up.


