
MEN BEAT THE WALNUT TREES  

At the start of the war, like most people, I thought little would change for me, for no one 
expected it to last too long. But the war continued and the small changes that had 
occurred at first: the posters with the pointing finger and Union Jack, the sudden 
blossoming of khaki, became more confident. From a small expeditionary force of 
professionals, expected to see the job through, now all of us were part of the war. 

Like many congregations, we saw the way the young men held themselves had altered. 
Our Quaker men were ruffled: how do men of peace behave in times of war? At the 
beginning we hoped not to have to deal with the practicalities of this question. But then 
Christmas came and men returned home no longer whole. More men were needed. Good 
Christians could not ignore what was happening on the continent, where thousands were 
made to move or else felt the war move through them. 

The church elders discussed a response: what was the moral thing to do? Morality is a 
fickle and slippery rope to hold. Some of the young men could not hold still: their morals 
were strong and fast. Like young horses eager to jump, they hadn’t yet seen a fellow 
hunter shot from a dodgy fall. To stand by and do nothing was just as immoral as to 
aggress, they said. And so the first young hunters left for war. 

The months passed. More men left, some returned. Women started to appear: on the 
busses with ticket strips, in taxis and motor cars, emerging slightly stooped and sore from 
making bombs to stop the war. 

The government stepped in to solve our elders’ moral dilemma. Conscription was the 
practical answer to moral men’s question of war. The elders gathered once more. Their 
sons would go to France but not to fire weapons, instead to carry those who were fired 
upon. Quaker men became stretcher bearers in the Fire Ambulance Unit and the unit went 
to war. 

Members of the congregation were tasked to type up letters from the Front. Our young 
men met with bombs and trenches but most often complained of rats too big to ignore. 

Meanwhile the elders tried to find the moral response to missing limbs and missing teeth, 
caved in cheeks and broken noses. To being shot a day before leave. To being shot in the 
back by an Officer’s pistol. They consoled themselves with aid boxes and refugee 
collections, they kept records of the stretcher units: they tried to show the important 
contribution of men of peace to times of war. 

Eventually the government learned that the war was incessantly hungry for men’s bodies 
and women were called to fight the war: to fight broken bones, tattered intestines leaking 
through tunics and brains that were broken by bombs. Some of us fought on the home-
front and some, like I, were sent to the mainland.  

When I got to France I searched for the war but I couldn’t find it in the abandoned 
chateaus where we were stationed, or the Saints Day celebrations where families rested. I 
drove patients back to their homes, breathed in the autumn air and ate walnuts from the 
trees until the men beat them bare. 

I loved and dreaded the babies I cared for. I fed them and I bathed them and if I could, I 
took them back to their homes and the remains of their families. For six months I missed 



home and I missed the war too. How can I be in France, in the centre of the world and not 
hear the bombs fall? Where is the war? 

I wrote home knowing my letters would be shown amongst the congregation. How could I 
tell them the war as I knew it: baby bottles, boiling blankets, porridge and cocoa, ordinary 
people having the same ordinary struggles and squabbles despite displacement, 
homelessness and loss? 

One day we were invited to a screening in a horse hospital. We saw sketches and then 
newsreels from the front. This was the closest I had been to explosions and field 
dressings. 

I returned on leave to find our congregation had changed: pews were missing people, 
people were missing parts. Sidney Parsons sat at the front, his left coat arm folded at the 
elbow, his mother erect at his side. His eyes were fixed on the altar, the congregation 
looked anywhere but at him. I couldn’t tell him that we’d been stationed so near to each 
other in France. Despite our shared circumstances I had returned home whole and he only 
partly. The elders said that we must stay strong for those who were still out there or would 
soon be returning home. But my home was the war and I wanted to get back to France, to 
the chateau and the babies and the walnuts. I was not a soldier or a civilian, I had become 
part of the war.


