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      A love letter to a generation

   
      
      It was too late to retract the words, for I had – there could be no doubt – I had indeed uttered them. I heard with horror
         each momentous word as it emerged: another foolish sentence, another lapse that signalled to all those I now knew, in the
         city-life I was leading away from my small-town childhood home that in truth I was not of them, or like them. I came from
         a different world. Many I knew already thought that because, well, I had come from Tasmania, that strange state, with its
         convict background, its dearth of cities and its isolation. And – after all – Tasmania was at the bottom of the earth. I was
         aware of the perception and hid my heart. But the world from which I had emerged was not of Tasmania’s making. Instead, the life I had known was one tainted by those times when the bottom of the world was not
         far enough away. And today, oh today, how reckless and unguarded I had been. For today I had spoken of one of those times.
      

      I dreaded what would come and grimaced, or so it felt, but my face remained even, for I was working overtime to keep it so.
         How could I have made such a mistake, got this moment so wrong? How could I have confessed even a little – even to a friend
         – confessed at all to those who did not know?
      

      ‘His photo is in a book,’ I heard myself say.

      My friend nodded, slowly. He stood by the tall antique cabinet in his living room, both the furniture and he solid, firmly
         grounded on his city turf. I stood by the door, flimsy, an outsider. And female. He was a man, confident of his knowledge,
         and war was another subject on which he could rake up enough facts. War was men’s business, inherently so, even if his specifics
         were a little shaky. And my specifics – well, there were none. So he refused, it seemed, to accept my comment.
      

      ‘Well, how long did he fight?’ he asked. ‘Oh … ah … a few days … maybe … Hm … Oh … I don’t really know.’

      My friend stared, his lips curling, eyes laughing. He paused before speaking, perhaps through an attempt to locate some semblance
         of kindness. But he could not. Out it came.
      

      ‘He wasn’t much of a war hero then, was he?’ he said.
      

      And snorted.

      Almost a blow to the head. Hero? I had never thought he was. And now I was ashamed that he was not. But I didn’t really know.
         How could I know when he had not told? Heroism, though … well, that was another thing. I knew full well – had read – that
         there had been heroism.
      

      ‘I … I didn’t say he was a hero,’ I attempted.

      Feeble. Should never have been said at all. For in my words I sensed a betrayal: I had almost denied him. I had failed him.
         My heart withered and shrank. I felt a fool for mentioning it.
      

   
PART I
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      The letter

      
      My sister eased open the lid of the writing desk, a desk which had been, always, part of our lives, solid and sturdy and positioned
         on an angle in a corner looking out, and holding our mother’s secrets. Elizabeth took out the used envelopes one by one, the
         papers now somewhat yellowing and brittle with age, the stamps and addresses and watermarks long ago ignored. The envelopes
         had been arranged to stand upright and each sleeve contained certain papers and documents my sister and I were clearly meant
         to find.
      

      
      Some papers poked out of the top of the envelopes, too irregular were they in size and shape, but all had been categorised,
         like with like. Our mother’s filing system: a method of her own devising which veered, we always thought, towards eccentric; yet it was, no question about it, eminently
         easy to use and cheap to maintain. A model system, a remnant from another age, with a quaintness and practicality that, over
         the years, had never failed to make us smile.
      

      
      It had taken us six months to start this, to go through her things and organise and remove some of the traces of her life.
         But the house was to be let, and there could be no further delay; the memories of our mother in the last few years in this
         house to be – finally, and to our sorrow – interrupted. Surely, it now was time.
      

      
      Our mother had prepared for this moment, refusing, as she had always done, to allow such sentimentality as her daughters were
         now exhibiting to intrude upon her life. Or death. And the papers were ready and waiting.
      

      
      We were looking for one envelope in particular. Concerning our father. To be able to search openly, say the word ‘Dad’ again,
         loudly into the air – speak it across the room to one another – had a tinge of rebellious freedom to it, of triumph released,
         which we toned down when we heard it in our voices, speaking from then on with a degree of purposeful restraint. For our mother mattered to us too. But how wonderful, after all these years, to be able to say his name, to call upon his memory, to include him. And not just
         on his birthday. ‘It’s Dad’s birthday today,’ our mother would say, softly, and we could hear the many moments of thought
         and effort and resolve it had taken to bring those words to the surface, for our mother was a woman for whom any overt expressions
         of tenderness were dismissed – through embarrassment, we always knew. Every year. We would nod, and know what those few words
         meant. And say nothing, add nothing of our own. This was our mother’s grief, deep and still there. We did not want to awaken
         it. We suppressed our own. Mostly. So many years. But we all knew – understood – why.
      

      
      The envelope we were looking for contained a letter announcing that our father was coming home; a letter sent from Thailand
         at the end of World War II. It was a letter both Elizabeth and I wanted to see again, one in my father’s own handwriting.
         It was important to us. His hand had written that, held that pen. The letter would connect us, help us feel him close by,
         bring him back into our lives again.
      

      
      But it was not that letter which we found first. It was another, one in small rectangular folds that had been pushed thin
         and flat. The edges of the folds had begun to tear – from too much handling at one time, it appeared – and it was clear that
         if more pressure was applied, and the unfoldings became too frequent, the letter would end up in pieces. It was fragile, this
         letter from long ago.
      

      
      I stood across the room and listened as my sister read.

      
      The letter was from a woman, someone we didn’t know, telling of her baby, and her joy, and how she was trying to carry on.
         Of her love for the person to whom she had written the letter: her husband, whom she called sometimes by his name, and at other times ‘Dearest’. And of her longing – oh, how
         she longed – to hear something, some news, a word.
      

      
      The ink kisses, from her, and some from her baby to Daddy, went right across the bottom of the page, an attempt to send as
         much love as possible, if only she could find the means.
      

      
      My sister and I were confused, and there was a moment of brief anxiety, of terror: a letter like this, with our father’s papers?
         It surely had not been left here, for us – now – to bring life-shattering news in one of those clichéd times upon someone’s
         death when the certainties in your life are then swept away. But our thoughts settled when we realised that our father’s name,
         or a reference to him, were nowhere to be found.
      

      
      Sad that letter was, heartbreaking even, but surely – my sister urged – an explanation of it, one of no importance to us,
         would be found. And we could perhaps deliver the letter, even find the woman who waited, in Katoomba, New South Wales. We
         did wonder, though, why that hadn’t already been done.
      

      
      But no, I said. This had importance to us here in Tasmania – a connection, otherwise it would not be filed in this unique
         and careful fashion, ready, in the desk.
      

      
      The letter was refolded, a light touch only, its delicacy too apparent, and we lingered, our thoughts muddled and moved: the
         woman waiting, her husband, her dearest – their child. We seemed unable to fully put the letter and all it said away. Then: ‘Oh! Look! Look at this! Here, on the back.’
      

      
      And we both received a jolt. I did not take a breath for some time.

      
      For there, written directly on the reverse of the letter, fitting within the confines of the folds of the paper, was a list,
         in my father’s writing, divided into several columns. A list of deaths. And rank and name. And dates. And causes of death.
         And place. All the deaths in the couple of months before the end of the war. So close to coming home: those poor men, those
         poor families waiting.
      

      
      Our father’s life, hidden; unspoken. And with our mother’s things. Written on someone else’s letter.

   
      
      2

      
      Penguin

      
      The pubs were always abuzz in my home town. Ordinary men, from ordinary families, came out to be with other men. They would
         drink, play practical jokes, laugh and carouse. There was much foolery and noise, and voices shouted across the room to one
         another, for these were life-filled days. Times of peace, when you have known war, are like that.
      

      
      On many a Saturday night in the front bar of the top pub – or bottom pub, when men chose to drink there, for neither was favoured
         over the other (fairness mattering a great deal to the men of the town) – at a time when Hedley Deverell, a World War I veteran
         of the 26th Battalion, served behind the bar, a sizeable crowd at the bar was about fifteen men. There was nothing but laughter and mayhem when Oscar Mather, one of the notable characters in town and an old World War I veteran
         himself, would issue his standard challenge if someone was hanging back, that someone in question not offering readily enough
         when it was their turn to ‘shout’. And Oscar’s beer glass there, empty and waiting.
      

      
      ‘Kick the tin, Alec,’ his voice would boom across to his old army cobber, Alec Oliver. ‘We’ll go over the top!’

      
      The place would erupt with a roar and the glasses would be replenished. And the beer, the liquor of friend ship all over Australia,
         had been – well, just about – blessed.
      

      
      It was a ritual the men in the pub understood – or else it was soon explained to those who didn’t. That World War I directive
         from the fields of France; from the Somme, that war of attrition. The war a game of slaughter by numbers – for a game was
         what the planning from the official desks had almost become, played with millions of ordinary men; the game that would end,
         it seemed, with the country of the last man standing declared the winner. The fields of France blood-filled, the battles back
         and forth for yards of territory mostly senseless. All of it known, in this pub. And known, too, the kick of the kerosene
         tin to ring out the signal to throw your body up and over the top of the trench, a bayonet charge into the hail of bullets
         and the bombs; that surge recalled and relived here in the small-town bar.
      

      
      All who were there in the pub knew what it meant then, what it meant now: no holding back. You do as you are directed – line up, ready, even if the man beside you is not your close mate, and more so if he is – find the courage to do
         what each of you must do.
      

      
      ‘Every time Oscar kicks the tin,’ explained Phil Hales, one of the town’s most recent veterans (and there were now many of
         those, a crowd having just returned from the Second World War and for most of those, after three and a half years, beer, and
         freedom to be in pubs like this, all of it never tasting so sweet), to Hedley’s son, Bill, ‘over the top we gotta go!’
      

      
      In this declaration of inclusion, of brotherhood, of bravery and men remembered, was much that told of who these men were.
         For this was a town, like many places scattered far and wide around Australia, where men knew war.
      

      
      From this town alone, with its top and bottom pub, with its small groups of men who gathered together, and not just in the
         pubs – men who knew each man’s family, each man’s life and past, who called in on one another regularly at each man’s home,
         always walking straight in, no knocking, friendship and trust long ago earned, all that was required just a cheery, raised
         voice hello … Here in this tranquil place, a place of peace – a place with a population of just over 1124 people when World War I, that
         foolish war, swept in – from this town alone, 107 men enlisted. And twenty-six died. In this town, like many in this state, many all over Australia – such as the small
         community of Brighton Point in Tasmania, with its population of fifty-four, where ten of their young men died out of the twenty-eight who enlisted – men, and their families, indeed knew war.
      

      
      Now, another war had ended, and more men had died.

      
      Those who survived had come home: to this town, to towns and cities all across Australia; home to families; mothers and fathers,
         wives and children, brothers and sisters. They had returned. And here in my town, in that round of beers, that stirring, rowdy
         and irreverent call to men together, was the offering of a balm, from older men to young men now home. It was mateship obliquely
         given – the spirit, if not the act, of an arm around the shoulder. For consolation was needed, these older men knew. There
         had been an added dimension to this Second World War.
      

      
      These men, at the end of the evening’s merriment, the old and the young, veterans nearly all, would leave the bar’s warmth
         and the glow and move out into the spaciousness of the big sky, dark and often star-filled, breathe the salt air, feel the
         chill and hear the sea. They’d sing out their goodbyes, which echoed in the late night’s largely empty street, and make their
         way home: the war, their war, for too many, following on behind.
      

      [image: image]

      
      People and things seemed solid and real and well defined in the town where I grew up. It might have helped that there was
         so much space in which to see so clearly. For my town was set at the bottom of an expansive canvas: a ribbon of buildings beneath a wide sea and horizon, all overhung with a huge
         sky. We looked out onto Bass Strait, the stretch of sea that separates Tasmania from the mainland of Australia.
      

      
      Some days it was almost an assault upon the senses, breathtaking, the different shades of blue magnificent, the air a soft
         caress. Other days greyness came, and the salt air turned heavy and damp. On those days the wind off the sea would sting,
         and the sea would foam and break, hurling at the beach seaweed dredged up from the deep. You always knew you were alive in
         my home town, a town with the name, whimsical yet fitting, of Penguin.
      

      
      Along this ribbon beneath the sky, a straight main street featured, lined for the most part on one side only, with shops that
         faced out to sea; the narrow road and a small nature strip and a row of pine trees to one end all that stood between the shops
         and the beach.
      

      
      Yet it was not a town that saw itself as a ‘beach town’, a term from a later era. It was, instead, a town by the sea, which
         earlier in the century had featured an impressive and, for a time, well-used jetty of some length at the western end, just
         over from where the railway line skirted the town and close by a small bump of land which perhaps, several ages ago, had been
         the earth’s offhand attempt at a hill.
      

      
      Away from the beach, not far behind the jetty and railway line, up a small rise and over a bridge with a pretty creek beneath,
         in which swam trout that were plentiful and big, where trees clung to the sides of many of the bends, their knotted roots protruding from the grass and chocolate-brown soil
         acting as memory points for the children – men too – who came looking for where the lobsters hid; near to some beautiful houses
         with orchards and old-world gardens, and close to where Oscar Mather had chosen to build his little house for his wife, in
         which to raise his daughters and where he kept his horse and dray in a stable; and underneath the wide and dark green mountain
         range which cradled the town from behind with swathes of eucalypts still spreading – the town with houses, some large, with
         smoking chimneys dotted throughout the squares of the neat and diverse country fences, in amongst all that, not far back from
         the beach, and not far down from the cemetery on a hill, there stood a small church, made of wood, like most of the houses.
         We called it the Church of England as we grew up; its proper name, St Stephens Church. It is a church of a design seen often
         in Australian country settings, picturesque and charming, and, here in Penguin, white with a shingled roof. When I was a child
         it had soft green willow trees behind, for the creek ran there – trees which grew perhaps too well, we now know from a later
         time; back then they were graceful and magical. It was a place, I always thought, of beauty.
      

      
      I never attended that church, my parents sending my brothers, my sister and myself to Sunday School at the Methodist Church
         along the main street instead. But my thoughts of my town and my childhood arrive back always to one particular memory I have of St Stephens Church in Penguin: men, many, gathered outside that church. But it all begins,
         as such things do, much earlier.
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      A soldier’s firstborn

      
      My father, Max Butler, was a gentlemanly sort of bloke for an ordinary man, even though his occupation of wicker worker placed
         him a hand span or two outside of ordinary.
      

      
      For wicker worker was from another time, one wafting in from across the sea and belonging, surely, to pre-industrial England. It was an occupation
         that to my mind called up yeomen, Masters and indentured servants, artisan guilds as well. Even smocks. The quaint term, one
         strange with its use in the modern day, managed to survive somehow, here in Tasmania, tucked away in small places like Penguin.
         And it confused a young woman whose birth certificate read as if her father lived eons ago.
      

      
      But Max lived in a much later time, in a very different place, and was without question a man of his own time.
      

      
      He was as Australian as a third generation could be: his ease of being; relaxed movements; his open, generous and soft-hearted
         face, one ready to smile at any moment; along with his love of mischief, which he retained throughout his life, he was just
         another colonial boy now well and truly established.
      

      
      The trade he plied in his backyard workshop – soaking the cane for his craft as needed in his homemade trough, creating the
         frames, weaving the cane work, listening to the radio as he did so, knocking off at precisely five o’clock after a good nine-hour
         day – was perfect for a man happy to make of life what he could in such a small place where there were not many jobs on offer.
         He had created his own work, a necessary strategy for many who wished to make a living in a town far from the larger cities.
      

      
      He pencilled his orders and sales in a soft-covered notebook in his neat and well-formed handwriting, ensuring his numbers
         and columns were small and straight, an achievement that in its attention to detail, among the clutter of the cane and the
         wood cut-offs, obviously pleased him.
      

      
      He was a man who made his furniture with care and in the small-town world he inhabited, and enjoyed so much, he had quite
         a reputation along the coast. His chairs, bassinets and prams lasted for decades, many still in existence and in use to this
         day.
      

      
      He joked with his mates in his own quiet, contained, gentlemanly way; he played cricket with the home mob, just to fill the
         team; took his place on the footy field for the Two Blues, the local club (his left-foot kick still remarked on decades later);
         and, like many in the town, he enjoyed a beer and a smoke. All without an artisan smock in sight.
      

      
      Later he took part in the community as a more responsible, settled man, by then one with a family. But by the time I came
         into his life there was a quietness there, a shadow, a darkness not found in many other houses, so I discovered as I grew.
         It made me fearful. Many times we, the children, felt that fear – but we did not really know what it was.
      

      
      We would watch our kind, patient, gentle father – and understand only a little. Something was there. Memories. We did know
         that.
      

      
      Our mother shielded him. As best she could. She tried so hard. Heartbreaking – we saw all that.

      
      Max had been born in September 1918, far away from England, in Tasmania, where no-one ever thought about pre-industrial yeomen
         and guilds. He was born in the front room of his parents’ rented farmhouse, on a heavily treed holding, many miles up a winding
         and bumpy track which headed up into the mountains, deep green and shrouded – and often damp – at the back of Penguin.
      

      
      He was a baby who grew up in a time of peace (the end of that Great War coming two months after his birth), yet he was, in
         fact, a baby of war, the firstborn of a soldier who came home to Australia desperate for life and for living.
      

      
      Morton Linthorne Butler, a man with shock upon his face and a look of unspeakable sadness in his eyes, had been sent home
         from his hospital bed in England as soon as he was well enough to cope with the rigours of a journey by sea. He was a man
         who – even with the numbness that he couldn’t shake – was scrambling to live. Somehow. For Mort had known the Somme, and Pozières,
         and Mouquet Farm on the Western Front in France. He had seen, and known, slaughter.
      

      
      With a haste that came from pain and despair – and hope – Mort had married his sweetheart, Ruby, just three months from the
         date he disembarked, his baby son then born exactly nine months after that. And although the time has now passed for the full
         significance to ever be truly known, he gave that son a special name: one intended to rise above the battlefield and all that
         Mort had seen, the name he gave one that spoke to him of the best in men. For even though Mort was never destined to be a
         man fortunate to have privilege, or money, or great power, he was a man with ideals. Mort, a man who had little, was a good
         man.
      

      
      There was comfort to be had in the fact that he had made it home at all with that name to give – for this was a time when
         young men from poor rural families who had volunteered to join the army had become infantrymen. And infantrymen in the Great
         War were never guaranteed of anything. Especially living.
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      …[T]he true role of the infantry was not to expend itself upon heroic physical effort, nor to wither away under merciless
            machine gun fire, nor to impale itself on hostile bayonets, nor to tear itself in pieces in hostile entanglements … but on
            the contrary, to advance under the maximum possible array of mechanical resources … to be relieved as far as possible of the
            obligation to fight their way forward …

      
      So wrote Australian General John Monash, he who meticulously planned a different kind of warfare, and he who was concerned
         enough for the everyday footslogging soldier, the infantryman, to change the way battles were fought. His view that infantrymen
         shouldn’t be sacrificed was almost heretical back then, when the image of dashing cavalry charges had been coupled with the
         concept of the glory to be had in dying in the mind of General Douglas Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British forces; a concept
         exemplified, it seems, in Haig’s mind by the surge of infantrymen racing en masse across any terrain, no matter how many times
         they were – every man – mown down. It was the wearing down of the enemy that mattered. For surely one man would get through
         eventually. And there were – it was only to be expected, was the reasoning – bound to be casualties on the way.
      

      
      General Haig had at his disposal men – lots of them – to use for dash and glory. In fact, he had a seemingly endless supply
         for the asking – just send the word to the Empire: millions of men for the despatching, wave after wave to face the bullets, the bombs and the bayonets. For those at the top
         of the Empire’s tree had the view that men like Mort were there to be used in such a way: their bodies – and deaths – for
         the taking, if that was what was needed, in the service of something higher than them all. And Haig was intent on continuing
         with such a plan. For the Empire. But the question always remains: who in the Empire receives the benefits when soldiers fight
         and die?
      

      
      The British Empire was a thing of wonder: men and women believed in it; loved the idea of it; volunteered to fight for it
         – that is, if they were Australian. (Other countries – Britain itself, Canada, even New Zealand – had to resort to conscripts
         to fill their respective quotas, the word ‘quota’ suggesting they were produce or sheep to be delivered.) In Tasmania towards
         the end of the Great War, when lambs to the slaughter were in far less supply (and by then far less than willing), recruiters
         desperate to fill the state’s quota found one man hiding in a wardrobe. This was one agreement this man had no intention of
         making.
      

      
      Mort Butler and two of his brothers had been among those who volunteered to fight, the three of them becoming infantrymen.
         It was true that the idea of Empire may indeed have appealed to them, as it did to many who answered the call, but it was
         just as likely the Butler boys went because they were poor.
      

      
      Many men were even forced to go by employers who set rules of exclusion – who refused to employ single men, for those single men were decreed by men in comfortable jobs to be
         eligible to fight. And the men went in droves: men with little education, no social standing, and often no jobs to be had.
         Conscription there may not have been, but compulsion was there. Volunteering to be a soldier would get you a job; for many,
         the only job there was. So Mort and his brothers went to war. They had given themselves, for whatever the reason, to the Empire.
      

      
      It was General John Monash’s views that helped bring about the great victory of 8 August 1918, the day that really put an
         end to the war. From that date onwards, it was a downhill slide for the Germans, day after dispiriting day, their generals
         in despair. Until it was over, the Armistice signed. Just like that.
      

      
      For there had been ‘developments’ in warfare. On that day of days, 8 August – der schwarze Tag, the black day, as the Germans called it – sweeps of lively, confident and swiftly moving Australian and Canadian soldiers
         delivered a magnificent victory to the Allies at Amiens. It was a day when a massive military dance took place: tanks, aeroplanes,
         armoured cars, cavalry, artillery and machine guns. A day when ammunition was parachuted in near forward posts just when needed;
         when pioneer parties remade roads and attached themselves to each advancing brigade to help it over trenches; when engineers
         were on hand for the wells and bridges that the Germans had not had time to destroy, transport arrived precisely when needed with working materials, when quartermasters with food and drinks appeared on cue.
         It was a day when ‘the staff work, timing, and road work were perfect’. And Charles Bean, the Official Australian Historian,
         said of it that ‘the sight of the various services streaming up when the mist rose never passed from the mind of the 50 000
         Australians who saw it. Their admiration for the enterprise of tanks, artillery and aeroplanes is outspoken in scores of narratives
         … But the almost perfect co-ordination of all the services was the outstanding feature.’
      

      
      ‘It was a très bon stunt,’ wrote Sergeant FF Clausen of the 59th Battalion, a public servant from Newport in Victoria. ‘I wouldn’t have missed
         it for worlds!’
      

      
      What a difference it had made, when General John Monash had been given command of the Australian forces and took his part
         in the whole well-planned scheme.
      

      
      When General Haig met the three Australian divisional commanders several days after that watershed day, he ‘spoke a few words
         of thanks, then said: “You do not know what the Australians and Canadians have done for the British Empire in these days.”’
         It was reported that then ‘tears rolled down Haig’s cheeks’. But it appears his gratitude knew some bounds. For in his communiqué
         and press reports Haig presented 8 August as a ‘British’ victory! Charles Bean complained; Keith Murdoch too. But Bean was
         told by General Brudenell White that Australia had to make sacrifices ‘for the whole’.
      

      
      So it was that the Empire won on that day. And each Dominion in that Empire, it became clear, was to know its place. It was
         also clear that each individual man in that Empire was a means to an end. And each footslogging soldier was expected to offer
         himself: to the Empire. A perfect circle.
      

      
      Hundreds of thousands had already sacrificed themselves ‘for the whole’. An Empire seems an insatiable beast.

      
      Unfortunately for Mort the infantryman, the footslogging soldier – and all who fought on the Somme, and in other parts of
         France and Gallipoli – Monash’s style of warfare came too late. They had been withered away the old way. And Mouquet Farm, one mile out of Pozières, one part of that whole awful mess was a ‘grinding out’, Charles
         Bean called it, ‘through mud and blood for a few yards of useless advance’. And Australian casualties, thousands upon thousands
         of them. Mort came to know all about that.
      

      
      The Australian Divisions, the 1st, 2nd and the 4th, to which Mort’s 52nd Battalion belonged, were marched up to near where
         the Somme River ran, through Picardy and Albert, towns where life continued, cafes operating, small bars or estaminets doing a roaring trade, so close to the carnage, not many miles from the front line. The men who came out of battle passed
         through these towns on their way back; and it was in these towns that those who came out of Pozières were seen.
      

      
      ‘They appeared,’ wrote Sergeant Rule, ‘like men who had been in hell. They were drawn and haggard and so dazed they appeared to be walking in a dream and their eyes looked glassy and starey.’
      

      
      He continued: ‘And they were strangely quiet, far different from the Australian soldiers of tradition.’

      
      Except for those further behind who were jabbering – those soldiers who had lost their minds. Lance Corporal Roger Morgan
         had seen the soldiers in that battle at Pozières at even closer hand, at the 2nd Battalion aid post in July 1916. He wrote
         home: ‘It is awful to see crippled men staggering back with the help of a shovel, stick, anything, just crawling along until
         either they reach help or fall exhausted on the road, some to be picked up later or buried where they fall.’
      

      
      Mouquet Farm, where Mort was headed, was perhaps worse: ‘If you are killed, you are left there and your pockets or disc are
         not even looked at, and you are known as dead by being missing at the assembly after coming out of the trenches after being
         relieved,’ wrote Lance Corporal Arthur Foxcroft in a letter home, telling of the fight for that small patch of farm ground.
         ‘If [bodies] were buried they would only be rooted up again by shells – for as far as you can see all around us to the horizon
         is torn up, over and over again. When we get the Hun a good way back, the cleaning up parties will bury the dead and pick
         up all the matériel off the field.’
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      There had been six ‘pushes’ for the once picture-postcard Mouquet Farm, with its stone buildings and green fertile fields,
         and its underground cellars now bunkers with Germans in them – all of it considered by the British ‘heads’ to be crucial.
         So beautiful once, but now a wasted mudland with bits of splintered timber sticking out, those few sticks stubbornly clinging
         to the idea of the farm they used to be, refusing to believe what was happening – that is, until a bomb struck that spot and
         they were splintered even more. And craters, well, there were no shortages of those, shell holes now filled with bodies, or
         mangled parts thereof. Everywhere. And now a seventh push had been ordered, a continuing strategy of ‘wearing down the enemy’,
         a gem of an idea when you are not the one to be worn down, the idea from General Haig that, according to Charles Bean, resulted
         ‘[in] even more quickly wearing down the numbers – though not the morale – of his own army’.
      

      
      Mort Butler and his two brothers, Charles and Herbert, were ready for the new fight, the three Butler lads all in the 52nd
         Battalion together, transferred over from the 12th.
      

      
      Battalion after battalion had been sent in, and the 52nd had already been in among the fighting. The new stint was about to
         begin. Charles Bean, in one of his diary entries, wrote of the very story which would mean so much to Mort.
      

      
      ‘I stayed,’ wrote Bean on the afternoon of 2 September 1916, covering the story from behind the lines at Mouquet Farm, ‘to
         have tea with Duncan Maxwell. He had his CO [Commanding Officer] Captain Littler there, the man who for the whole time we were at Anzac was in charge of beach parties
         in Anzac Beach [loading and unloading stores of equipment, Littler’s work parties consisting of many troublesome soldiers
         put on beach fatigues as punishment].’
      

      
      [Littler] wore a beard – a short grizzled beard – at Anzac. He was an elderly man – and two of his sons were serving as Officers
            here, practically the same rank, the two sons and the father. The third son could not get in because he was blind in one eye
            … [Littler] was ill with lumbago and rheumatism and Duncan told me the night before that they were having to go in [to battle]
            without their C.O.

      
      ‘It means a lot,’ he said, ‘because the C.O. is a grand man – the men would do anything for him. Captain MacNamara [who would
            be replacing him] is new to the work, and therefore more inclined to get jumpy’(very naturally).

      
      However on this evening there was Littler back. I didn’t recognise the frank old face when first I saw it because the beard
            had gone. But something in the calm bluegrey eyes which looked at you so straight, and the kindly weather-beaten smile under
            the tawny moustache reminded me of the man on Anzac Beach.

      
      … He wasn’t well at all, but he had come back in spite of doctor’s advice, to take his part in that battle, and I felt more
            confident because I knew he was a man. As a matter of fact he was a much better Officer than any of his seniors in the regiment,
            and they would have been a better battalion if he had been the Colonel …

      
      He said this would be his last fight. He thought after this he would retire right, out of it … He was cheering the other
            Officers. ‘Well Maxwell – you’ll come out with a nice little “blighty” – a bullet in the shoulder which will give you three
            months in London – and then you’ll go before a board and they’ll say, “Take another two months, my boy, and come back here
            again.”’ And so on – wouldn’t let the conversation get too serious for they all knew what they were in for.

      
      ‘They won’t let us wear boots like yours,’ one young Officer said, ‘we have to go in in putties – boots would mark you as
            an Officer and you’d be sniped at once.’

      
      ‘They don’t tell you not to carry a revolver,’ retorted Littler.

      
      ‘I reckon I’d carry a rifle,’ said another youngster.

      
      ‘Well, I’m going in with a stick,’ said old Littler. ‘I’ve never carried anything except a stick in any fight I’ve been in,
            and I’m not going to begin now.’

      
      He had a talk to his Officers (I left before this as I didn’t want to intrude); and an hour later, as dusk was falling they
            went in. In the first charge in the morning – just as the sky was reddening – Littler was hit by a bomb thrown by a German
            as they neared the German trenches. He dropped to his knees, holding his chest, and went on directing his men.

      
      ‘At them boys – go along – give it to the beggars!’ he said – and he was hit again. He was hit a third time by shrapnel I
            believe, thru’ the head as he sat there – and that killed him.

      
      MacNamara was killed and ‘Little’ [Duncan] Maxwell (Little Maxwell is 6'3" but his brother Big [Arthur] Maxwell is 6'5") assumed command and took control of his battalion for 48 hours until they came out.

      
      One of the men from Morton’s 52nd Battalion, Sergeant Joseph Footman, wrote of that day that ‘the only thing that surpassed
         all horrors was walking over the top of our dead and wounded comrades’.
      

      
      And Lieutenant Duncan Maxwell, upon discovering a hundred-yard trench nearby with every one of the men either dead or dying,
         took three courageous Canadians with him and with continuous bombing, and smoke, and moaning of men – the stench and the mud
         and the blood – they ‘carried out all … they could find who were not so badly hit to be past saving. The dead and the dying
         they left, as it would put them behind the barricade.’
      

      
      At the end of this stoush Charles Bean, behind the lines, walked up to see if Duncan Maxwell and his brother Arthur had come
         out with the 52nd Battalion. He wrote in his diary: ‘Only the first ragged remnants had yet turned up and was sitting around
         the cookers.
      

      
      ‘“Lt. Maxwell – I tell you, he’s a hero sir!!” they said – “he deserves a V.C. if ever any man did. You should hear the men
         speak of him.” Every man … said the same.’
      

      
      Bean walked further, worrying and wondering about the two Maxwell brothers of the 52nd Battalion. And then he saw Duncan coming
         towards him on a horse, seeking out his brother, exhausted, nearly tumbling off: ‘He was wide eyed, and his eyes looked straight
         at you solemnly as if he did not understand. He spoke very slowly, and lost himself occasionally, and had to pull his thoughts
         together before he could go on. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes big, round and half tearful. His voice was down in his boots.
      

      
      ‘I walked on,’ Bean continued, ‘I was going to the … HQ at Pozières to find out what they knew of Arthur. It was pretty tiresome
         walking in the mud in my heavy boots – and I was immensely relieved when … I saw a very tall gaunt figure coming down [the
         hill] covered with mud, tin hat a little on one side … Well thank God – two chaps of 6'3" and 6'5" to get out of the thick
         of a scrap like that one – two of the best men in Tasmania when almost every other officer was hit. It was almost past hoping
         for.’
      

      
      CEW Bean wrote in his diary alongside his notes about that battle: ‘This has been a very stiff fight – much the biggest the
         4th Australian division has had.’
      

      
      There were more than 29 000 Australian casualties in the fighting at Fromelles, Pozières and Mouquet Farm. More than 21 000
         of the casualties were wounded or gassed.
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      At Harefield Hospital in England, Mort answered all questions put to him by the Red Cross ‘searchers’ who had the task of
         trying to ascertain the fate of each and every soldier. They did their rounds, and asked and asked some more. All of it reminding
         a man again. Mort answered as accurately as he could, but with brevity. For there was not much else he wished to say. What more could he add? What more could they need to know?
      

      
      The searchers noted what he had said:

      
      52nd Batt.

      
      Butler

      
      A.I.F. H 3126

      
      Missing 4/9/16

      
      He was my brother as was also Cpl Butler 3119 the name just above his. My brother H Butler was blown up by a shell at Mouquet
            Farm, I was with him at the time. We were both A. Co. My people have been written to.

      
      Reference:- 3126 M.L.Butler

      
      52nd Batt.A.I.F. Harefield Hospital 8.2.17

      
      Herbert had died that day of the battle, wounded in the morning of the attack, then again by an HE (high explosive) shell
         in the afternoon.
      

      
      ‘I was with him in the front line trench at Mouquet Farm,’ Private SG Bauld of Staples, South Australia, reported to the Red
         Cross. ‘A shell came over and wounded both of us. He was badly wounded and was still in the trench when I was helped out.
         That is the last I know of him.’ But Mort knew. Mort had been there.
      

      
      And Charles was missing.

      
      ‘Informant stated,’ so wrote another Red Cross worker after interviewing Mort, ‘that: “On Sept. 3rd 1916 at Mouquet Farm, I was in the same charge as C.H. Butler, who is my brother. I have since heard that he was wounded … [and] left … in
         a shell hole just behind the trench. Lieut. Penn told me that they had to leave him [there].”’
      

      
      And yet, hope: yes, there was hope somewhere in all the carnage, of a real kind – with prospects – not just the wish for it
         among all the madness. For from his bed in hospital, Mort discovered that Charles’s name had been removed from the list of
         the ‘missing’. Could it be that he’d been found? It was, he knew, possible for his brother to still be alive, for others had
         come out later after battles just as bad, men who’d been as badly smashed. Maybe Charles was simply in another hospital somewhere,
         wounded but recovering, and wondering. Just like him.
      

      
      Mort wrote letters. Then wrote again:

      
      I enclose copy of letter I sent you a short time ago, the original of which I presume you did not receive. I shall be very
            much obliged if you could let me have some information about my brother.

      
      Yours faithfully, M.L. Butler Cpl.

      
      But a letter came back explaining:

      
      Dear Sir, …

      
      [W]e beg to inform you that we wrote to you on January 4th in answer to your letter of January 2nd. As you have not received
            that letter we will repeat the reasons then given you for removing the name of your brother No.3119. Cpl. C.H. Butler, 52nd Battn. from our Enquiry lists.

      
      Since Oct.3rd, we had had his name on our lists of Officially missing men for whom there was no inquiry. When he was reported
            killed in action by Head Quarters, we removed it with many other similar no enquiry cases. On hearing from you we re-added
            this name and our searchers are again endeavouring to get some news which will throw light on his fate. When any such reports
            are received, we shall at once inform you as we realise your anxiety for news … With sympathy in your anxiety. Yours faithfully.

      
      Mort found, to his sorrow, that a bed in a hospital somewhere was not where his brother had been. Charles’s name was added
         to the already full list of the dead. And a cobber of Mort’s, and of his brothers’, reported to the Red Cross searchers:
      

      
      A.I. F. 52nd Battn.

      
      BUTLER Cpl. C.H. 3119

      
      JEFFREY J. 3710

      
      WOODWARD Sgt.C.C.G. 1003

      
      MORRIS Sgt. J.C. 310

      
      ARMSTRONG D. 2675

      
      ‘KILLED IN ACTION 4/9/16’

      
      They were all mates of mine (and all Tasmanians, except Morris who I am not sure of). They were all in attack at Mouquet Farm
            on 3/9/16. I never saw any of them in enemy’s front line trench, they have been missing ever since. It is generally understood
            that they were killed in the attack. I have heard that everyone of them had been killed. I visited the field of battle on 20th March
            1917, I saw remains of soldiers who had been killed in this action, the water had dried up out of shell holes leaving remains
            uncovered.

      
      Informant: – Sgt F.J. Fairbrother 2691

      
      52nd Battn, A. Coy., Prisoner of War

      
      Charles was buried in Pozières right beside fellow Tasmanian Captain Littler, the CO whom Lieutenant Maxwell said was a man
         the men would do anything for. So Littler, the father figure to the lads; and Charles Butler, a young man, twenty-eight years
         old, were together. There is consolation in that. And Private HJ Butler, a cousin from the same battalion, spoke to the Red
         Cross about Charles: ‘I could not find out that they had got his disc … but he has a cross on his grave.’
      

      
      Lieutenant Duncan Maxwell, the 24-year-old from Hobart, Tasmania, who had taken charge and inspired all his men, his actions
         earning their heartfelt respect – who had rescued men who would surely otherwise have died – was awarded the Military Cross.
         And Mort came home to Australia to settle in the town of Penguin. He gave his own name, Morton, to his second child (who died
         the same day he was born); his firstborn, though, was given the name Maxwell, the name of the lieutenant of his battalion,
         the man who had cared for men. Those qualities mattered to Mort.
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      Back to business

      
      Mort didn’t last long on the farm at the back of Penguin. He tried. Oh, he tried. But although he was only thirty years old,
         and before the war had been a farm worker at the small rural settlement of Gawler – where he had grown since a boy, and where
         he could go the distance with any farm-bred lad around – he found he was no longer able to manage the physical work, regardless
         of how hard he pushed himself. The long days, the damp and the cold, the strain on his body were proving too much. And too
         much for his lungs as well. He was spending half of every week in bed, ill and weakened, getting thinner by the day. For Mort
         had been gassed at Mouquet Farm.
      

      
      He had chosen his partner well, though, a definite advantage for a saddened and sick man. Ruby, his wife, worked beside him,
         understanding his needs and helping with all that she could. Her husband’s weakened condition was not the only one she knew,
         for the war had grabbed two of her own farm-working brothers, Tom and Jim, as well. They were now back home from France, one
         of them an ‘Original’ from the Gallipoli campaign, who had – a miracle surely, it must have seemed – managed to survive the
         whole war. They had both returned in a condition similar to Mort’s, pretty well knocked about.
      

      
      With so much grief already there, and now a more extended suffering to endure, Mort and his family would never need anyone
         to tell them about war and all it brought. They saw it in front of them every single day.
      

      
      Now that he was ill, and the realisation had to be faced that life no longer resembled anything he had imagined or once had
         foolishly dared to hope, Mort was forced to make some changes, and he arranged a swap with Harry Whittle, moving his small
         family down to the house where Harry lived in Braddon Street, close to the centre of town. And Harry moved his own family
         up to the back of Penguin, to the house just under the mountain. Once this was done, Mort the country boy had become a man
         who lived in town. He was never to have a paying job again, which he found embarrassing. The kind-hearted sad man was distressed
         at the lack he now faced, the having nothing, the having nothing to give, and his inability to change it. He was granted a pension – a pittance the pensions were back then – which
         eased the burden a little, but not much, and life was a struggle from one day to the next. Determined to stay steady in the
         face of such an unforeseen life, Mort set about finding ways that would allow him some self-respect. For he was still young,
         only thirty years old, and needed to know that his life amounted to more than the constricted existence offered by a life
         on a soldier’s pension. He needed to know that. That is, on the days he wasn’t in bed.
      

      
      However, he was grateful for the pension, for even though it was small – impossibly so – it came in on a regular basis. Mort
         would go to the post office and sign for it. It gave him and his growing family stability, a defined and known poverty to
         work within. And they would cope. Somehow. Both Mort and Ruby had lived with little in their lives before this. Bare, unadorned
         houses were not that unusual in rural Tasmania. Food would be grown; Mort, already skilled in the garden, would see to that.
         Fish could be had in Penguin as well, just a few yards down at the beach, there for the pickings on the mornings when the
         tide was right – garfish, too slow to catch the tide, could be found caught in the stone fish traps. Struggle it might be,
         Mort knew, but this was a town where the same difficulties were faced by far more people than just his family. And for many
         amongst them there seemed no way ahead.
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