
A short reflection for Remembrance, Rev Ruth 

 Extract from A Padre’s Story 

“There was no romance in the War for private soldiers.  There were 
great days when there were comfortable latrines available and when the 
bread ration was four to a loaf.  Such days were infrequent… 

I used a number of Germans as stretcher bearers.  We dressed one 
boy's wound as he lay in the sunken road.  A German lay flat on the far 
side.  I lay on the near side. 

He died when we dragged him to a sheltered spot.  The German was a 
man of about fifty.  He wept like a child.  I asked him why in French.  He 
said he had had four sons killed, and that boy was like his youngest.”  

The writer of this narrative served in the Scottish Battalion in 1916 as a Private.  In 1917 he 

became a Brigade Chaplain, and was awarded the M.C. and Bar. 

 

Like many other families, wars have touched ours.  My grandfather was 

a prisoner of war in the Great War, my father lost his much older brother 

in the Second World War and my mother’s eldest brother was wounded.  

More recently my then brother-in-law went straight from several tours in 

Northern Ireland to George Island days after the last shots were fired in 

the Falklands and there was an uneasy peace.  

But there was one thing in common with all these men, no-one ever 

talked about it.  Their silence was deafening, “mustn’t dwell on the past”, 

“it’s just what everyone did”, and even “I don’t want to talk about it”. Their 

wishes were respected and rightly so, but in order look to the future we 

must remember the past.   

As generations come and go the memories grow fainter, our children 

and our children’s children don’t understand, don’t know, maybe become 

less curious.  

A 2017 poll commissioned by TV channel HISTORY to mark the launch 

of its World War True season, revealed that 36% of us are unaware that 

Britain’s allies included France and the United States. Over a third of UK 

adults polled (35%) didn’t know that the Battle of Britain took place 
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during the Second World War; and 32% didn’t know that the attack 

on Pearl Harbour took place in Hawaii. 

Although over half (53%) of the nation claim to be knowledgeable about 

World War Two, almost one third (30%) had no idea that the Blitz was a 

World War Two event. 

If we don’t remember the past we cannot learn from it, we cannot learn 

from the mistakes we make, or from the stories of compassion and 

reaching out.  We will forget what happened in 1914. 

On December 7, 1914, Pope Benedict XV suggested a temporary hiatus 

of the war for the celebration of Christmas. The warring countries 

refused to create any official cease-fire, but at Christmas the soldiers in 

the trenches declared their own unofficial truce. 

Starting on Christmas Eve, many German and British troops fighting 

in World War I sang Christmas carols to each other across the lines, and 

at certain points the Allied soldiers even heard brass bands joining the 

Germans in their joyous singing. 

At the first light of dawn on Christmas Day, some German soldiers 

emerged from their trenches and approached the Allied lines across no-

man’s-land, calling out “Merry Christmas” in their enemies’ native 

tongues. At first, the Allied soldiers feared it was a trick, but seeing the 

Germans unarmed they climbed out of their trenches and shook hands 

with the enemy soldiers. The men exchanged presents of cigarettes and 

plum puddings and sang carols and songs. Some Germans lit Christmas 

trees around their trenches, and there was even a documented case of 

soldiers from opposing sides playing a good-natured game of soccer. 

German Lieutenant Kurt Zehmisch recalled: “How marvellously 

wonderful, yet how strange it was. The English officers felt the same way 

about it. Thus Christmas, the celebration of Love, managed to bring 

mortal enemies together as friends for a time.”  

That’s why it’s so important that these stories are written down by people 

like the padre above, and scenes are depicted by photographers and 

war artists like Anthony Goss.  That’s why we should encourage families 

to share their stories, so the generations to come can still say with one 

voice, we will remember them. Amen    
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