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In a quiet town in the north of England, stood a young man called Jack. It was cold. Jack
stood with his hands tight in his pockets. He was thinking about his best friend, George. He
knocked at the door.

George had his coat on, ready
“Have you thought about what I have been saying?” Jack asked.
George nodded, closed the door behind him and they quietly began to walk down the
road together.
Jack and George had always been great friends. They had been born in the same street, in
the same year, 1902 and worked at the same newspaper, setting up the printing machines.

They stopped walking and stared at
the poster on a wall.
After a long pause, George spoke.
“the poster’s right. How do we do it?”
“I’ve got it sorted,” Jack said
confidently.
“We tell our parents that we’re
being moved to the middle of
Manchester to help print war posters.”

The boys carried on walking down the road. As they walked, a smile of excitement crept
across both of their faces as they thought about the adventures of war.

They both walked confidently up to the recruitment office and were surprised at the
length of the queue.
Looking at the people around them , they felt proud. Old men stood next to young. Fit and
healthy stood next to sick and weak. They were there for their country

They soon found a small table on the street and waited.
When it came to their turn the two men at the table glanced suspiciously at the boys then
looked down at their forms.
“How old?” one asked quietly.
“18 sir,” Jack said clearly. Jack elbowed George
“Um… 18,” George mumbled, looking at the ground.
Each was given a form, which they filled in silently and retuned to the men at the desk.
“Meet here next week, ready for training,” they were told.
The boys nodded and walked away. It had seemed so simple.

Each boy explained to their parents their excuses for leaving home. George’s mum was
suspicious.
“Your father is fighting in France. You’re not going to do anything stupid and go off to war
are you? I don’t want to lose both of you. Only, I have heard all these stories about young boys
lying about their ages to go and fight.”
George went to his mother, gave her a hug and said, “I will be helping the war. I’ll only be
in Manchester. I’ll be home soon.”
His mother looked tired and sad and held him tight and silently began to cry.

The week passed quickly. Soon they had said goodbye to their families at home and were
on the train with the other recruits.
They leant to fire a rifle, use a bayonet and putting on gas masks. Most of all they enjoyed
wearing their uniforms and being with the other young soldiers.
“Soldiers!” shouted the officer in charge one day. The group gathered round, “We are off
to France tomorrow, get packed up.”
Jack and George looked at each other with knots of excitement in their stomach and
smiled. This was it.

Conversation was buzzing on the train with the anticipation of the glory of war; the
chance to defend your country.
They boarded the boat to France. Some people had turned up to cheer as they left the
harbour. Jack and George waved to them.
They stood on the deck and watched as England ebbed further further away from them.

They expected shouting, noise and guns when they arrived at the front. Instead, the heard
people talking and saw huge fields with a few farm buildings. It was so different to Manchester.
A solitary plane flew overhead.
“It’s one of ours,” said an older man, “Fred, Fred Jackson.” He put out his hand. Jack shook
it. It felt rough and heavy and was dirty. “Here, I’ll show you where you’re staying.”
They followed him across the field and down a ladder. They were in a trench.

As he took the final step off the ladder and stood on the wooden boarding, Jack looked at
his smart, clean uniform, and especially his gleaming boots. The mud oozed up and covered
them. His eyes met George’s.
“Oh, you’ll get used to that,” said Fred, “Follow me.”
They continued through the winding, sandbag-walled trenches until they reached a
shelter.

Bending low, all three entered the small door to the wooden shelter. Gradually, their eyes
got used to how much darker it was. George could make out a bunk in one corner and a small
wooden table in the other.
“It’s all you need,” said Fred, “and it is safe from the bombs.”
George looked at Jack. This was not what they had expected.

As they settled in, they started to enjoy the company of the other soldiers. One of their
main duties was being on guard; they would stand in the trench , holding their rifles, watching
for an attack, listening for guns and smelling the air, fearful of a poisonous gas attack.
Most days nothing happened.

“It’s not always like this,” Fred
said to Jack one day, “You never
know when the enemy will attack.
People keep busy in different ways.
Some keep their rifles clean, others
write letters to their families. See
that guy there?” Fred asked, pointing
to a man sitting alone on a bench,
“He writes poetry, quite good
apparently. How’s it going Wilf?” he
shouted.
The man looked up, showed no
emotion and looked back at his
paper, crossing out a word and
writing another above it.

Walking through the trench Jack saw George. “What are you doing?” he asked.
George looked up slowly, a small tear in his eye, “I’m trying to write a letter to my mum,
apologizing for lying to her. It is so difficult to say what I feel. I’m going to put one of these
flowers in.”
George showed Jack a small, red flower.
“There are lots of these flowers here, “George said, “I want my mum to imagine that I am
in a pleasant place.”
“I know what you mean,” Jack replied quietly, “Can I have a look at the letter?”
“Sure,” George said handing the letter and poppy to Jack.

As Jack started to read, shouts came from all around the trench.
“Shells overhead!” screamed their comrades, “Get to a shelter.”
George and Jack looked at each other, fear etched across their faces.
Suddenly, a massive explosion landed near them. The friends ducked down. Huge
amounts of mud and soil were thrown into the air, landing on both the young men. Poisonous
green gas filled the air. The enemy were attacking.
Without speaking, they fumbled around desperately trying to put their gas masks on and
ran as quickly as they could through the winding trenches with the other soldiers. Jack found
himself pushing past others and finally, heart pounding, entered a crowded shelter, exhausted.

Jack looked around the tiny shelter. Where he had seen smiling friends before, he now
saw panicked faces. He saw old men holding back tears. All the time, the explosions could be
heard outside the shelter.
The noise was deafening. Men covered their ears tightly. There was nothing they could do
except wait.
The bombing continued all day and all night. Jack saw men asleep standing up. For the
first time in his life he felt completely helpless. He looked around the shelter for George.
He was not there.

Despite the constant noise of the shells, Jack eventually fell asleep, exhausted, leaning
against another soldier.
He was woken by people moving. He listened and heard nothing – the shelling had
stopped. There was still the ringing in his ears that hurt him, but he left the shelter with the
other men and went to find where George was.

“Jack!” a voice called out.
Jack spun round. It was Fred.
Fred walked up to him and
put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m
sorry Jack.”
Jack looked into Fred’s eyes
and realized what he was saying.
“We lost a lot of good men
in the attack. George was caught
as he ran through the trenches,
he breathed in the poisonous
gas.”
Jack bowed his head and
began to weep. As he looked
down, he realised that, still in his
hand, after all the events of the
last day, was George’s letter.

Jack stood with the other soldiers, looking at the rows and rows of graves.
After the service, the soldiers went back to the trenches to continue the war.
Jack was involved in many battles. He saw and did things so terrible that he never told
anyone. He was not proud of what he did. He did not cheer when, several months later, he
heard that the war was over. He simply packed his bags and waited to return to his family.

He started the long journey back to England. Standing at the front of the boat he saw the
white cliffs approaching.
He travelled by train back to Manchester. His mum was there to greet him as he got off.
She ran up to him. He dropped his bags, said nothing and held her tightly.

After a good night’s sleep, he opened his bag and pulled out a piece of paper. As he held
it, a red flower fell from it.
He picked it up and left the house silently.
Stopping at George’s parent's house, he knocked gently at the door and waited.
They invited him in. They asked him lots of questions about George. Jack smiled and gave
them George’s letter.
George’s mother began to cry. His father thanked him.
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In a quiet town in the north of France, stood an old man called Jack. It was cold. Jack
stood with his hands tight in his pockets. He was thinking about his best friend, George.

