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LINE OF FIRE

AN INTRODUCTION
by Michael Morpurgo

It is now a hundred vears after the outbreak
of the First World War, in which millions upon
millions suffered and died in a holocaust of such
unthinkable magnitude and such indescribable
horror. [t is almost impossible for us today bo
imagine how it must have been to live theough it to endwre it Wilfred Owen
called thern “the mowthless dead”. Most were indeed ‘mouthless”, but some
did speak out, some did tell it down in their own way. We have their witness
staternents. They were there.

Paiters, poets and novelists; dramatists and film makers and historians have
frivd to tell the story, and have done it wonderfully well = and many of those
wire there We have AN Coocf On The Western Fromd, Jourmey's Eigd, (h Wit
A Logx .'_|.I Wdir and H.‘ﬂl‘:—rl?lll,: We have the ]1.11r||‘|r|1:-j af Paul Mash and ::Q-h||||q':|.'
Spencer and Chrstopher Mevison, and we have the poems of Ohwen and
Fassoon and Thomas, Through thess great works and many others we can
have soamwe sense of bow it might have been to be there, But for me it is when
the “mouthless dead” speak directly to us, without the artifice of art, that we
can bkt |::-|,-_!;||| b umcderskand thie agony and tHhae ity af ik allz the sensaeloggmess,
the washe and the 'f1|H|i1_l.'.

In Les Poroles des Poilus, for imstance, a collection of letfers and first hand
accounts, we hear the authentic voice of the soldier in the French army: a voice
telling a story, not rhyming a poem, or making a story or a play, but simply
speaking. telling how it was, straight. In Richard Holmes" Tosemy, we can hear
that same authentic voice, the voice of the British Tommy

| myselt, bom twentv-five vears after the end of the First World War, whao read
the poems, studied the history, watched the flms and the plays, only really
began to understand the horrors and terrors, the camaraderie, the humour, the
sadness and the subtering, when | met someone who had been there, who had
seen it all, lived it all himiself, [t was this chamce meeting in my local pulb thirty-
five vears ago with an old soldier - a cavalryman, a veteran of the trenches of
the First World War - that convinced mie | should and could write about the
universality of suffering in that war, as seen through the neutral eves of a war
horse, as much a victim as any of the soldiers and civilians who died on all
sides in that war

But Wiy Horse s a work of ficion: an attempt to imagine, to tell another kind of
truth l.'d.'l‘l.'linl._':.', bt nonetheless a comtrived trath. It is oot the voice of someonas
who was there, who saw it heaird it felt iL suffered il We need the volce of
a wiltness o lell the unadulterated truth. We have it im this remarkable book.,

It is a book of evidence, Line of Fire is not a work of fiction, it is a witness
staternent: the untrammelled, unedited voice of someone who was there. Here
are thie daily jottings, the notebook ot an unknown saldier in the Prench Army,
an ardinary enough man, like millions of them on all sides who finds himself
bBom away from the normality of his everyday existence and thrust into the
hideows violence of war, Here vou will find no high flown prose or poetry;
no sophisticated explanations, noelaboration, no embroidery or exaggeration,
It is simply the written record of & man joining up and going to war, being
frightened and cold and exhausted, and then wounded. It doesn’t even have
an end. It simply stops, as so many lives did. We don't know if this diary was
lowst, or if the author suevived; we only know it was unsigned. We do not even
know his name, All we do know is that somehow this notebook suevived and
was miraculously discovered

He is the unknown soldier and these are his words,

Read them and weep
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I go at a steady pace from Bastille 1o République,
& shivery sun breaks throwgh the clowds, winter shows its face.



In the middle of dusty words and smiles turned yellow with time, a cardboard box catches my eye,

"We're amptying out
the basament, help
yourself, I you IIIH!'_‘__ A

They tip damp papers, moukdy books, black lumps of coal and weary furniture onto the pavement.
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Today we're off Mobilisation has been declared, and it's time o o, leaving behind wife, children and

family. My morale is good, it has to be, 09:00 hours. This is it: farewell 1o all. No, poodbye. For | shall see
them again.

Lucien and René accompany me to Bercy 3tation, where I've been summaned, The weather is
ghorious. A bit kot, but pleasant. | shall see others.
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10:00 hours, arrival, After holding gach other tight, | go through the barrier and meet up with my Bound for Montargis, Cheers rise up from all sides. The train trundles along,
army friends from the old days, Everyone is in good spirits, We head for the departure platform Juvisy: the locals bring us battles of wine
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There, | recognise a lieutenant from the verritorial infamtry who invites us to join him in the first Corbeil, Malesherbes, everywhere we go we're greeted with cheers of "Long live France!” "Long live
clags carriage reserved for officers, and soon we're as comfortable as princes. the army!®
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1B:00 haurs, we reach Mentargis Station and the old memaries come flooding back as we survey
the path leading to our barracks.
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At last, each man can join his company. Fernand is in the courtyard and has been waiting for me
since this merning. He takes me to the company stores.

14

What a mess inside! I callect what | need and then we go to the home of his parents-in-law. | am

welcomed by Madame Fernand and her parents as if | were one of the family. These decent people
are trying to ease the pain of separation in the marning.

After a wholesome dinner, | am shown to my bedroam. | fall asleep, but not without a final thought
for those I've left behind.
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0%:00 hours; Up early ag today the company has to mowve to its billets in town, We reach the Mot being agsigned to a platpon, | enlist ag anextra forthe 3rd, which is the sergeant-major's platoon

barracks where | rush to hang up my bag and equipment, and, more impertantly, Fernand's plateon, 50 we'll be staying together from now on, Towards 10:00
hours, everything is ready and we leave to take up our billets while awaiting departure, which is
get for the following moming

Afterwards, during company parade in the yard, rations and ammunition are doled out. Mewspapers arrive from Paris announcing that the bad news is official. War has been declared.
This iz it then, wa're going to fight!
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