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      This book was inspired by real events. The main characters were real people, and their names are real. This is the incredible story about what happened to two families before and during the two deadliest wars this world has ever known. A story about a mother’s love, and the story of two heroes born of tragedy who shared an unbreakable bond.

      In today’s warp speed connected world, it is easier than ever to find those hidden gems and dark secrets lurking just under the surface of our family trees. At the touch of a button, we can access information about long forgotten ancestors, helping us to understand how they lived and died.

      Were any of my ancestors in prison? Were any of them hanged or beheaded? Human nature compels us to search for the darker side of our DNA, rather than the mundane. Am I connected to Royalty?

      Discovering that an ancestor was the ‘bastard’ child of a member of the Royal family is no doubt exciting, but is it any more exciting than finding out your ancestor was hanged for multiple murders in the mid-1800s?

      These are the types of questions I sought answers for during the two decades I’ve spent researching my family history. It was a hobby, not a profession. It still is. The discoveries I made have led me to write this book. I was astounded by the facts staring back at me from the computer screen and when I began connecting the dots, the result is a long forgotten story, missed by the passage of time.

      It is a story that should be told.

      

      In 1976, Scottish composer Eric Bogle wrote a song called “No Man’s Land.” It has also been recorded by various artists under the title “The Green Fields of France.” The song is a heart wrenching ballad about the futility of war, and the death and destruction wrought upon humanity by conflicts we ourselves created. In the final verse, Bogle talks to the spirit of a young soldier called Willie McBride, who was killed during the Great War. The lyrics written by Eric Bogle should echo through time as a warning to all of us ...

      

      
        
        “Young Willie McBride, I can’t help wondering why,

        Do those that lie here, know why did they die?

        And did they believe, when they answered the Call?

        Did they really believe, that this war would end wars?

        But the sorrow, the suffering, the glory, the pain,

        The killing and dying, were all done in vain.

        For young Willie McBride, it all happened again,

        And again, and again, and again, and again …”

        Gary Masson 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          November 1940

        

      

    

    
      “All aboard!”

      The passengers stepping from the platform onto the train were a mix of men in various uniforms and a few in business suits. The railway station at Fraserburgh was typical of the period. Pretty but dated, with low broad archways topped by a south facing triangular façade which housed the passenger platforms. It was a small station, better known for transporting fish and farm animals than people.

      The woman tried, but she couldn’t stop the tears now visibly flowing down her cheeks. “I don’t want you to take any risks, do you hear me? I don’t need any heroes in my family. I just want you back home. Safe. With me.”

      “I’ll be fine mum, I promise you,” said the man trying to reassure her. “I’m twenty now you know, I’m not a baby anymore.”

      “You’re my baby! And you’re all I have left.” The woman’s voice cracked with emotion.

      The guard’s whistle echoed through the old station announcing the train’s imminent departure for Aberdeen. The man hugged his mother and kissed her gently on the forehead. “I need to go now mum,” he said softly; hoisting his heavy kit bag over his right shoulder, and stepping off the platform on to the train. As the engine began to move forward, he pulled down the window in the carriage door and called out to her. “I’ll write to you as often as I can mum, okay? I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she sobbed, hoping he could hear her over the noise of the steam engine as it began to move faster along the tracks and out into the brightness of the midday sun.

      “Come back to me, please!” she called out one more time. He never heard her.

      

      As the woman stepped out of the station door and onto the cobbled road, someone shouted to her. “Hello Jeannie, how are you today?”

      “I’m okay,” she murmured softly, not even looking clearly at who had spoken to her but recognising him as a local shop keeper. She had no desire to stop and chat, and she wasn’t in the mood for company. Not today. She just wanted to get home.

      Jeannie walked the hundred yards to her house from the railway station in no time at all. She was fifty-nine years old, but still thin and sprightly. After hanging up her thick winter coat, she walked through the small hallway into the living-room and sat down on the chair near the large bay window. Her eyes were heavy with sadness and red from the countless tears as she watched her son go off to war. Jeannie was petrified. She desperately did not want him to go, but he was a man now and it was his duty to serve his country. He was going to fight, with or without her blessing. She wished she could pray, but that was something she hadn’t done for twenty years.

      Jeannie gazed up at the photo above the fireplace. It was the only photo she had of him and she remembered the very day it was taken. He’d been about thirty-five at the time. She leaned back in the chair, clasped her hands across her belly and stared out of the window overlooking the harbour and the large bay beyond. It was deceptively calm and beautiful. She glanced towards the south breakwater, just for an instant; and then immediately averted her gaze, once more staring blankly out to sea.

      Thirty-six years I’ve been living in this place, she thought. Where has time gone?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          1911

        

      

    

    
      “My God, it’s wild out there.”

      The man was muttering to himself, as much as he was to his two companions sitting just a few feet away. Gazing out of the large bay window into the blackness of the night, he could see the massive waves crashing over the huge concrete wall of the north breakwater. The harbour was full of boats.

      The fire crackled in the hearth, filling the small room with a warm, orange glow. The smell of the burning coals could be overwhelming at times, but to these men it was like having a mother’s arms wrapped around them, so accustomed were they to the cold, harsh North Sea where they made their living.

      “That’s life-taking weather, lads. You wouldn’t want to be out in that lot tonight,” said the man. He turned his head slightly to the left, not looking at anyone in particular as he spoke. “Have you thought of a name yet?” he asked, before once more returning his gaze to the window, his powerful arms folded about a broad chest.

      Stephen looked up at his elder brother, James. He had heard that same question dozens of times during the last few weeks. Standing just a few feet away was the silhouette of a man he loved like no other. He had two brothers and two sisters, but James was now the eldest after the first-born William had succumbed to tuberculosis six years before. Almost fifty years of age, James had seen it all. Born in the mid 1860s, he’d spent thirty-eight years fishing off the deadly east coast of Scotland, mostly as a deckhand. Finally, he’d earned enough to buy his own motorboat, hoping to provide his family with a little more than just the basics of life.

      A father of eight, three of whom had died in infancy, he had taken on the mantle as head of the family for his younger siblings too, after first their mother, then their father and brother had succumbed to consumption. It was a disease especially deadly to the poverty stricken fishing villages of late 19th century Scotland.

      Such was his dedication to his family, he even waited until his youngest brother Stephen had reached the age of twelve and could leave school, before marrying his sweetheart Mary when he was twenty-seven. An ‘old’ man with a twenty-year old wife — but they loved each other dearly. James even named his boat the Mary M, after his one true love.

      Stephen worshipped his brother. The fifteen year age difference was important. When James spoke, Stephen listened. James was skipper of a small, thirty-foot fishing boat and Stephen and the other brother John, were the crew. They worked out of their home port of Fraserburgh which sits on a large bay at the very tip of the far, northeast coast of Scotland. It is sometimes referred to as Hell’s Corner by mariners, due to the fierce storms that can hit with little warning. Their two sisters, Betsy and Christina were already married with their own families. Stephen was the baby of the bunch, and he had always been everyone’s favourite as they grew up.

      Life was tough. The men worked endless hours, day after day shooting and hauling their lines trying to catch a few boxes of cod and haddock to bring to market. No catch meant no money. No money meant no food. There were no social services available to the self-employed men of Scotland in 1911, and families needed to eat more than just fish to survive. Bread, cheese, potatoes and meat didn’t come from the sea, but the money to buy those basic essentials did; if the weather allowed.

      The weather on the North Sea coast of Scotland is horrific at times. The patterns are predictable, but deadly when taken for granted. Summers are short, and darkness falls for only a few hours. Insomnia is unavoidable. Wintertime is Hell. Long hours of darkness punctuated with a few hours of daylight can leave people feeling depressed and filled with anxiety.

      November through March is the most dangerous time when storms can be whipped up within minutes, and winds have been known to reach speeds of well over a hundred miles per hour. A calm ocean at dawn can become a raging tempest before midday, and waves of over sixty-feet in height are not uncommon in the North Sea during the winter months.

      Generations of mariners have learned to read the clouds and sense the changes in wind direction, developing an almost sixth sense to anticipate when the weather will break, and when to run for shelter to the nearest harbour. To be caught in a winter storm in the North Sea is to look the Devil straight in the eye.

      It was December now. The three men were weary and in need of some well-earned sleep. They’d come ashore just after midday having not closed their eyes for over thirty hours. Their catch was decent, but the market was flat and the money they earned was disappointing. They needed to get back out to sea again as soon as this latest storm passed by.

      Stephen was anxious as much as he was exhausted. Through the dimly lit hallway, he could hear the calming voices of two of his aunts. Like all women of that generation, they had delivered lots of babies over the years and they knew exactly what to do, and when to do it. Jeannie will be fine, thought Stephen.

      As if reading his mind, his brother John winked at him. “Calm yourself lad. She’s in good hands.” Stephen smiled and turned his gaze back towards the fireplace. This was their fourth child; Jeannie having already given him two sons and a daughter. He was thankful that the other three children were staying with his sister Betsy this night. She lived just along the road and would look after them until the baby was born. The old women of the town had already predicted that this one would be a boy. What magic those old biddies worked was unknown, but they were almost always right.

      “Well?” Stephen was jolted from his thoughts by the sound of James’s voice. “What are you going to name him?”

      Weary and a little frustrated, Stephen’s reply was terse. “James, you know what we’re going to name him. I’ve told you a hundred times. He will be named Stephen, after me.”

      “Ah, that’s right,” said James, turning to look at his youngest brother, a wry smile on his face. “I forgot. Sorry. It’s just that if she doesn’t fuckin’ hurry up, she may as well call him Jesus Masson!”

      The three men laughed out loud. It was Christmas Eve. James as ever had cut through the tension with his usual dry humour.

      John, sitting alongside Stephen on the two-seater sofa jokingly dug his elbow into his brother’s right side. “Jesus Masson, eh?”

      “Aye, aye very funny lads,” said Stephen.

      “Well,” said John, a mischievous grin on his face. “Will you do me a favour?”

      Stephen furrowed his brow. “What?”

      “Well, when he gets old enough to drink, will you ask him to walk across the water there and turn that fuckin’ bay into wine?” The three brothers again burst into howls of laughter.

      “Will you lot shut up!” An aunt had spoken, her stern voice echoing down the hallway. The three men were instantly silent but trying desperately to suppress the laughter building up inside them again. Just then, the sound of a baby crying made the three of them catch their breaths. James and John looked at their brother. Stephen glanced at the clock above the fireplace. It was a quarter to midnight.

      He was a father again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          1912

        

      

    

    
      January started brightly for Stephen and his brothers. The weather was cold and frosty for most of the month, with only the occasional strong breeze stopping them going to sea. Fishing was good. James was catching well and the prices at the market were buoyant after the Christmas slump. The men were cheery and enjoyed a drink or two when they were home from sea, though none of the brothers were particularly heavy drinkers. It was frowned upon by the local Church, and fishermen were always aware of their relationship with God and the Bible.

      Mariners are superstitious creatures and respect the power of the sea. Any help from ‘On High’ is very welcome, and offending God by misbehaving while drunk was simply inviting trouble. No fisherman wanted to look the Devil in the eye after a drunken and debaucherous weekend ashore.

      That said, the local Sheriff Court on a Monday morning was usually the place to find any number of fishermen, journeymen and tramps being judicially admonished for drunk and disorderly behaviour, breaching the peace and any number of minor offences committed over the weekend. Fraserburgh was a town split between church going regulars and those who chose to obey the Lord’s will, only when they thought He was looking. Fraserburgh, like any other fishing town had its fair share of troublemakers and hoodlums. It was, however, a generally peaceful place inhabited by just over ten thousand souls struggling against the trials of life in a pretty remote part of the country.

      

      The baby was not doing so well. Little Stephen had been coughing since birth and he was only two weeks old when the ‘whooping’ began. That deathly sound was all too familiar to many an experienced mother during those hard times, and Jeannie knew what was coming. Her newborn child was in the gravest of dangers.

      Little Stephen had not yet fully comprehended the world, with his infant eyes seeing only in black and white and then only for a distance of eight to ten inches. He could though, already recognise his mother’s voice and the blurry features of her face. A face that now held a look of desperation and foreboding.

      The local doctor had seen it many times before but could only treat the child with the most basic of medicines. Whooping cough was a devastating killer of children and there were no vaccines available in 1912. Doctors persevered with what they had, little more than various old wives’ cures which included the rubbing of summer plant extracts onto the chest. Doctors also induced vomiting to try and clear the phlegm which they wrongly thought was mostly in the stomach of the child.

      A new technique developed around 1910 was the use of vaporisers. A Cresolene liquid would be burned slowly over a kerosene flame to try and reduce the inflammation in the lungs of the young and vulnerable patient. Occasionally, it would alleviate the symptoms and the child’s immune system could fight back. Sadly though, for thousands of children during those stark times, it would be the worst of outcomes. Families living in close knit communities like the fishing and mining villages of Victorian and Edwardian Scotland, were all too accustomed to the sounds of a screaming mother finding her infant child lying dead next to her in the morning. Where poverty lurked at the front door, Death was not far behind.

      It was the last day of January, a Wednesday. Stephen trudged wearily along the wet, cobbled stone road which leads to his front door, a mere hundred yards away from the fish market where they had left the boat tied up. He and his brothers would be back again at half past seven in the morning to land their catch in time for the first sale of the day. But right now, all Stephen wanted was to lie down and close his eyes for the three hours between now and market time. He was exhausted.

      They had worked hard with very little sleep since they left the harbour at one minute past midnight on Monday morning. Fishermen did not go to sea on a Sunday. It was unheard of.

      The Sabbath had to be respected and not a single vessel would leave port until it was the ‘back o’ Sunday;’ no matter what. Every skipper and deckhand in the fleet knew that Sunday was the Lord’s Day, and that they must be in port and tied up before the clock struck midnight on a Saturday. Nothing else was acceptable.

      It was a typically dark, cold and wet morning. The fifty-two hours he had been awake was taking its toll and the short walk seemed to take longer than normal. He thought of Jeannie curled up in their warm bed, and just for a moment, he reminded himself of the trials and tribulations his loving wife was going through with baby Stephen.

      At sea, the men tend to forget the domestic stuff. Their job is one filled with constant and imminent danger. Fishing is well known as the most dangerous job on Earth and the loss of countless vessels and their crews over the centuries attests to that. They get on with their work, laughing and joking with one another, giving advice to each other when it is needed; and ripping each other to shreds with words that no-one ashore would ever think on using. But at all times, they look out for each other. A fishing crew is a team in every sense of the word.

      Stephen opened the main door which led from the street into the tenement he called home. The hallway was pitch black and there were no lights to show the way. He climbed the single set of stairs and put his ear to the door, listening intently for any indication that anyone was awake. He didn’t want to disturb the children or his wife and newborn son. Especially his newborn son. He knew the child needed to sleep as often as possible. The vaporiser was working he was told. There seemed to be a difference in him they said. When he’d left home on the Sunday night, the news was better. Not good. But better.

      Stephen quietly put his key into the keyhole, turned the latch and slowly opened the door. He could see the glow from the fire in the living room just down the hallway. Closing the door softly behind him, he took off his bulky sea boots as quietly as he could. Jeannie would give him Hell if he dared walk down the hallway with those great long, smelly things on.

      He walked on tiptoe down the short, dimly lit passage and into the living room where he saw his wife sitting on the fireside chair. “Jeannie? What are you doing up so late?” whispered Stephen, his voice tinged with anxiety.

      Jeannie didn’t look up. Stephen knelt down beside his wife and took her tiny hand in his. Her eyes were open, and it was clear now from the glow of the fire that her face was swollen from crying. “Hey, what’s wrong? How’s the wee man?” he whispered, gently rubbing his fingers over the back of her hand. Jeannie looked at Stephen. He could see the devastation in her eyes.

      He asked again. “Where’s the wee man?”

      Jeannie could barely get the words out. “The bedroom,” she whispered, her voice cracking as she motioned with her eyes.

      Stephen let Jeannie’s hand go and let it rest on her lap. She cupped her hands together and hunched her shoulders forward, letting herself fold into a sitting foetal position. She didn’t make a sound.

      Stephen got up from the floor and walked the few feet to their bedroom which was the first door he could come to.

      The other children all slept in another room near the main entrance to the small flat. He opened the door and the only light inside was the faint glow from the vaporiser, not much more than a single candlelight. He stared at the tiny bundle of woollen blankets placed on top of a white pillow, set almost exactly in the middle of the bed. His heart sank.

      What little strength he had at that moment, drained from him. Gently, he placed his left hand on top of the blanket and felt what was underneath. Stephen sat down on the mattress with his back towards the baby, his head bowed and body trembling. His huge, rough hands clenched together tightly with his fingers interlocked, as if in desperate prayer. He wasn’t praying though. He was angry with God. He was devastated. He had known so many other fathers, friends and neighbours who’d lost children in their infancy. He had consoled so many others, his brother James included, and always felt blessed that he and Jeannie had produced three healthy children who were fit and strong; and growing up well. Why then? he questioned himself. Why now? Why little Stephen? What have we done wrong?

      He received no answer, neither from himself, nor from God. He opened his tightly closed eyes, lifted his head and noticed the woollen shawl Jeannie always wore to keep out the cold. It was hanging from a hook on the bedroom door and his thoughts instantly turned to his heartbroken wife sitting alone in the living room. “Jeannie,” he whispered to himself.

      Stephen stood up, glanced once more at the tiny bundle, then bent down towards the vaporiser and blew out the flame.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          1913

        

      

    

    
      The waitress placed the glass of water on the table and asked the man if there was anything else he wanted.

      “No,” said the man, not even looking up at her. She had served him water at that same table at least four times over the last couple of weeks. Never coffee or tea, just the water, and he never ordered anything to eat.

      He never struck up any conversation with her either, which was surprising to the young waitress. Her tied up, blonde hair accentuated her beautiful face, and her slim waist made her ample breasts appear even more so. She was extremely attractive, and she knew it. Not a day would pass when a man wouldn’t ask her if she was married, or single, or had a boyfriend. The suitors were many, and very much part of everyday life for an eighteen-year-old girl working as a waitress on Marienplatz, in the centre of Munich.

      The man never showed the slightest interest in her and preferred to keep reading whatever book he had in his hands at the time. Occasionally, she would observe him staring at the magnificent Gothic and Neo-Gothic facades of the old and new town halls, which dominate the city’s most famous square. She had already assumed he was some sort of artist given the materials he carried with him, and on one occasion, she happened to catch a glimpse of him sketching the magnificent building on a notepad on the table.

      The young waitress, however, wasn’t at all bothered about the lack of conversation with this particular customer. He definitely wasn’t her type. He wasn’t at all handsome and she had already assumed he was someone who didn’t have much money, judging by his clothing. He wasn’t badly dressed, and he was extremely tidy, but his clothes were very obviously not new, and his hands were usually paint marked.

      There was something else though. Something about him made her wary. He didn’t look physically intimidating and she wasn’t frightened of him in any physical sense, but when she looked into his eyes, they seemed dead to her. Empty even. A complete lack of emotion that she had never noticed before with any other person she’d ever met. In truth, she dreaded serving him and was glad he never attempted any conversation with her.

      The man never stayed more than ten minutes. He would finish his glass of water and after paying the waitress, he would courteously doff his fedora hat, say ‘goodbye’ without a hint of a smile, and walk off in the direction of Weinstrasse. She often saw him stop for a few seconds and look up at the iconic, golden statue of St Mary which has stood watch over the city centre since the 1600s, before he went on his way.

      

      The man cursed silently as he walked north along Weinstrasse towards Theatinerstrasse. He was angry with himself. This was the fourth time he’d gone back to that same café, at the exact same time of day, hoping to see the pretty blonde waitress. He had desired her that very first morning a few weeks ago when he sat down and ordered a glass of water from the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Her piercing blue eyes had captivated him instantly, and he was embarrassed with himself as he furtively glanced at her ample bosom struggling against the confines of her traditional Bavarian dirndl. To his mind, she was perfect.

      He would pretend to read a book as she served him, but whenever she wasn’t looking, his eyes would follow her from table to table as she served the other customers. He would watch as other men flirted with her, and she flirted back. He would silently curse her brazenness, and then silently desire her even more as she set about her work. In his mind, he had asked her out a thousand times; and a thousand times, she had said yes. But only in his mind.

      In reality, he was terrified of rejection and wouldn’t dare ask her out. The pretty blonde waitress was out of his league and he knew it. He was twenty-four years of age; he’d never had a girlfriend, and he was awkward around women. He could never express any romantic feelings to anyone other than himself, so he concentrated all his efforts into his real passions in life, painting and the arts.

      The man was an avid painter, and he was convinced his work was worth a lot more than what he was currently selling them for. He was angry with the buyers of his paintings who would negotiate the price down to ridiculously cheap levels, and that anger was exacerbated by the fact that his current financial status was one of serious poverty. He hated that he was forced to sell his work cheaply in order to earn money to survive.

      As he turned right into Maximilianstrasse, he caught sight of the stunning Munich Opera House with its eight Corinthian columns gleaming in the midday sunshine.

      It was the first building he’d painted when he arrived in Munich some five months before, and he’d been extremely proud of his finished work, convinced it would sell for at least 500 Marks. He finally sold the painting for 30 Marks to a rich, Jewish man who lived in a large house near the Isar river. The money from the sale was only enough to cover his flat rental for three months and he had been incandescent with rage.

      His love of ancient Greek and Roman architecture developed during his studies in Vienna, and the opera house in Munich was one of the best examples anywhere in Germany. Citywide; Max-Joseph-Platz was his most favourite and special place, where his three great loves; painting, architecture and opera could co-exist in one space. He fantasised about one day walking into the magnificent building with a beautiful woman on his arm for an evening spent watching one of Wagner’s operas. Perhaps the waitress. She was perfect for him with her long blonde hair and piercing blue eyes.

      As he walked through Königsplatz on his way home, he reflected upon his treatment in Vienna. He was bitter and angry. In 1907 and again in 1908, he had applied to study at Vienna’s prestigious Academy of Fine Arts, only to be rejected both times. It was suggested he turn away from painting and concentrate on architecture, but that meant returning to school, which was completely out of the question. He’d had enough of school and had left with no qualifications whatsoever. Both his parents were dead and he’d been living off the inheritance they left him for the last five years, supplemented by painting and selling postcards. Eventually, after sleeping on park benches for weeks on end, he moved into a men’s home for the poor, where he stayed for the next three years.

      At twenty-four years old, however, he would soon be required by law to enlist in the Austrian army, so he decided to leave Vienna for good. He had absolutely no intention of serving the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian Empire, nor the Hapsburg dynasty with its entitled aristocracy.

      Although it was the country of his birth, he despised Austria and all that she stood for. Using what little money he had, he purchased a one way train ticket to the nearest large city in Bavaria. The great city of Munich.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          1914

        

      

    

    
      In the years preceding the Great War, Fraserburgh was a boom town. The herring fishing was a huge industry employing over thirty-five thousand people across Scotland, and a quarter of those were women. At its peak, over two million barrels of salted herring were being produced every year, and the vast majority of that went for export to Germany and Russia.

      The herring had been a staple diet of Nordic and Germanic countries for thousands of years. On average, it is twelve inches long and is an especially rich source of protein which can be salted, pickled or smoked, allowing for easy conservation for export markets. The huge shoals of herring lay close enough to the Scottish coastline that they could easily be reached by the bigger vessels now dominating the harbours of many east coast towns. The so called “herring drifter.”

      The herring drifter was a large wooden vessel of eighty feet in length and carried a crew of up to twelve men. There were so many drifters working out of Fraserburgh in 1912, that a man could walk across the boats, from one side of the harbour to the other, without ever getting his feet wet. The herring season on the east coast of Scotland was by and large a summer fishery. Most of the town’s fishermen were actively engaged in drift netting for the ‘silver darlings’ all summer long, while their womenfolk gutted and packed the herring into barrels for export in the many curing yards dominating the area around the harbour.

      Like most of his friends and relatives, Stephen had been working the herring season on the bigger boats for years. The work was brutal. Hauling huge nets by hand, for hours on end day after day, gave all the men working the herring drifters a pair of shoulders like a bull. Their biceps bulged and their forearms were as hard as rocks. It was such hard work that as the men got older, they tended to avoid the herring season and preferred to work on the smaller inshore boats. It was still hard work, but nothing like the brutality of the herring drifters.

      That was why the two oldest brothers, James and John had both decided to work only inshore now. They didn’t want to work themselves to death farther out to sea and were content enough to carry on with their small thirty-footer, fishing with lines within sight of land.

      The money of course was far better on the bigger boats than the smaller ones. “Money doesn’t come by itself” say the old lads. And it’s true. The philosophy of the deckhands was a simple one. If you want the better things in life, then you’d better be prepared to work your arse off to get it.

      Stephen knew what he wanted. He was ambitious and he wanted his own boat. He also knew that to achieve his ambition, he would have to borrow from a bank, as well as put up some of his own money as a deposit. Only by working the herring season for a good few years could he even dream about having enough money to do that. His loving wife Jeannie would help. She was typical of the women of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. A mother and a wife, a nurse and a housekeeper; and for the rest of the time, she would work long hours breaking her back in the herring curing yards. Standing up to fourteen hours a day, everyday except Sunday, with her friends and relatives, she would pull the guts out of thousands and thousands of herrings with her bare hands, before washing and packing them into barrels of rough salt. Jeannie and her peers were some of the hardest working women ever known. They worked in teams, two gutters and a packer, singing their songs as they worked and complaining endlessly about their men. They were an exceptional breed and the money they earned was vital to help support the large families they invariably had.

      By the end of 1913, Stephen was sure that another two years of herring work would be enough to save the money he needed to approach the bank. After the tragic death of baby Stephen, Jeannie had tried to avoid any more pregnancies. The devastating loss of her son affected her so badly that she wouldn’t let her husband touch her for many months. Stephen understood; and he had the good sense to wait until she was ready.

      In the summer, she had given birth to another son, whom they’d named George, and now she was pregnant again. Jeannie was happy to help Stephen fulfil his ambition of getting his own boat to support their growing family.

      She loved him dearly and would do anything he asked of her, except one. She’d made a promise to herself, and it was a promise she would never break. The one thing Jeannie would not compromise upon, not under any circumstances, was the naming of any of their future sons. None of them would ever be named Stephen. It was the one subject that would never be up for discussion.

      All men of that era wanted a son to bear his own name and although he was bitterly disappointed, Stephen respected her wishes and never mentioned it again.

      Due almost entirely to the success of the herring industry, the population of Fraserburgh had grown to twelve thousand, and prospects were good. The local economy was thriving and life was better than it had ever been.

      All that changed on the 28th of June 1914, when Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was assassinated in Sarajevo. The following day, the Aberdeen Journal which served the whole northern region of Scotland ran a full page story about what had happened in the Bosnian capital. The paper used eye catching sub-headings with the words, ‘plot,’ ‘motives,’ and ‘murder.’

      Indeed, at the bottom of the page under the sub-article ‘Horror In Berlin,’ a reference to the reaction of the populace of that great city, rather than a reference to the event itself; there is an almost nondescript quote from the Press Association. Looking back through the mists of time, it is likely one of the greatest understatements ever committed to print. Referring to the assassination, it simply read ‘No one has yet attempted to gauge its possible effect upon the stability of Europe.’

      Within a few short weeks of that quote appearing, the stability of Europe was on a path to be tested like no other time in human history. It is doubtful many of the readers of the Aberdeen Journal had even heard the word ‘Sarajevo’ or knew where to find the Balkan peninsula on a map. Yet, that one event which happened two thousand miles away from the quiet fishing villages of northern Scotland would come to affect every man, woman and child in the country; and across the entire world.

      Exactly one month after the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand, the town of Fraserburgh was observing a local holiday. Monday the 27th of July was the official opening of the new harbour.

      It was a beautiful summer’s day, and huge crowds of townsfolk joined the processional route from the Townhouse to the harbour in order to watch Lady Saltoun cut the large ribbon stretched across the entrance to the new basin. There was much excitement and the tremendous numbers of locals lining the piers were bolstered by lots of visitors from the surrounding villages up and down the North Sea coast.

      The new basin had been constructed to accommodate another two hundred and fifty herring drifters. It had cost the town over £160,000; a huge sum in 1914, and had taken four hundred men, two years to build. The huge boulders and rocks cleared in the operation were used to fill in an area of the bay just alongside the new south breakwater. The locals called it the ‘reclaimed ground.’

      The planning for the new basin had started in 1908 after a particularly spectacular herring season. The Harbour Commissioners envisaged nothing but prosperity and expansion, as the local economy continued to grow. They were supremely confident that even better times lay ahead, and the massive investment would prove to be only the beginning.

      The very next day, Tuesday the 28th of July 1914, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.

      The Great War had begun.

      

      Stephen and most of the other fishermen had missed the opening of the new harbour. As was the norm, the entire fleet had sailed at one minute past midnight that very morning. Hundreds of boats headed out to sea trying not to collide with each other on the way out. Their objective was the herring shoals which lay approximately five hours steaming time to the southeast, a place called the Turbot Bank. It was approaching spawning time, and the herring were at their fattest which guaranteed a better price at market. The season had been as good as ever, but it was coming to a close with just over a month to run, and the skippers were desperate to load up with as much herring as they could on every voyage.

      As the men hauled their nets, very few of them talked about war. All they were concerned about was getting the catch aboard and heading to market to offload so they could get back out again as soon as possible.

      Stephen and his cousin Alex were working aboard the steam drifter Ocean Harvest. Alex was a permanent crew member and in September the boat would go round to the west coast of Scotland to spend the winter season fishing in the Minches, a rich fishing ground which lies between the Hebrides and the Scottish mainland.

      Stephen was a temporary crewman and would go back aboard the Mary M with his brothers James and John during the winter months. Although it was brutal, he enjoyed working the herring season on the bigger boats with the bigger crews.

      There were some real characters amongst the deckhands and there was always a laugh and a joke to be had amongst them.

      “What’s an Archduke anyway?” someone would ask between strained breaths, as they heaved the nets aboard.

      “It’s somebody who doesn’t haul nets for a living, that’s for fuckin’ sure!” came the reply. Howls of laughter would breakout amongst the men.

      “Do you think we’ll go to war?” asked some other inquisitive, younger deckhand.

      “Away lad, don’t be daft,” said one of the older men, a proud grin on his face. “Who the fuck would want to take us on eh?”

      “Aye, but my dad was speaking to some posh lad in the street on Saturday and he said we could end up going to war with the Germans, if things get out of hand like.” The youngster was eager to hear what the other men thought.

      Pausing for a few seconds from hauling the nets, the second mate turned to the young deckie who had barely started to shave, and pointed to a nearby drifter. “See that boat over there laddie?”

      “Aye,” replied the youngster.

      “Well, that’s the Ocean Reaper; and there are twelve mad bastards aboard that thing. And I can promise you this wee man. If you give them a half bottle of whisky each, they’ll take on the whole fuckin’ German army by themselves. The war would be over in an hour!”

      The rest of the crew could barely keep working as they tried to haul the nets with tears of laughter running down their sweaty faces. The crew of the Ocean Reaper were a great bunch of lads, well known across most of the herring ports of Scotland. They were a mix of brothers and cousins, mostly Buchans and Duthies from the village of Inverallochy, three miles southeast of Fraserburgh. The same village where Stephen was born and raised, and where all his family are from. He only decided to move to Fraserburgh when he married Jeannie in 1906.

      The Ocean Reaper crew were some of the best fishermen in the fleet, but when they got anywhere near alcohol, pandemonium ensued. The Reaper was usually the last vessel to sail after the weekend. Heading to sea the ‘back o’ Sunday’ was a rarity for them as they usually had to wait for Monday morning until at least two or three of them got out of the town jail. They were as hard as nails but would give the shirts off their backs if need be.

      The youngster half opened his mouth to ask another question and was promptly told: “Shut the fuck up and haul ya lazy wee bastard, or we’ll throw you over the side!” He never asked anything else for the rest of the day.

      The laughing and joking between Stephen and his crewmates about a serious subject such as imminent war, epitomised the naivety reflected across huge swathes of working-class British society. Most working-class men were more concerned with feeding their families than they were with international politics. Indeed, it is highly doubtful that many of the inhabitants of Fraserburgh knew what was happening in Aberdeen, the northeast’s biggest city, and that was only fifty miles away.

      The underlying philosophy of many of the hard working families of northeast Scotland was simple. If whatever was happening wasn’t happening on their own doorstep, then it wasn’t worth thinking about.

      That philosophy, however, was about to be challenged like never before. International politics was indeed arriving on their doorsteps, and it would arrive much faster than any of them could imagine.

      Newspapers began publishing articles detailing how France was preparing for an inevitable war. Other articles referred to how there had been demonstrations in Russia in support of their ally Serbia; and yet other newspapers were publishing the relative strengths of the respective European armies, with one notable exception. Great Britain.

      The fact that anyone thought the British would not be directly involved in any expansive European war, was simply unfathomable. Britain would most certainly be going to war. It was just a question of where, and when.

      

      There are many theories about the how the Great War started. The simplest way to understand it is by looking at the various relationships that existed between the different European nations. The mutual defence alliances were key to what happened, and before World War I, they were as follows:

      

      
        
        -The alliance of Russia and Serbia

        -The alliance of Germany and Austria-Hungary

        -The alliance of France and Russia

        -The alliance of Great Britain, France and Belgium

      

      

      

      All of these countries and empires had agreed to protect one another in one way or another. An advance against an ally could not be ignored. Your ally’s enemy was your enemy.

      When Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia the day after the harbour celebrations in Fraserburgh, the stage was set for war. Russia, as an ally of Serbia was immediately drawn into the conflict. As soon as Russia declared war on Austria-Hungary, Germany would declare war on Russia. That brought France into the mix, as an ally of Russia. As allies of France, it was now unavoidable for Britain and Belgium to stay out of the conflict.

      It has been argued that Germany had desires on war in Europe all along. It was no great secret that the German war machine had been building up for years prior to the outbreak of hostilities in 1914. The Germans wanted any excuse to go to war with Russia, and the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand by a Serbian nationalist was all that was needed to set the entire powder keg alight.

      For the townsfolk of Fraserburgh, the first signs that anything untoward was happening came in the form of advice wires from continental herring merchants. On the 30th of July, just three days after the new harbour opened, telegrams arrived requesting the immediate and urgent shipping to Europe of all barrels of herring currently in stock, given the extreme likelihood of the closing of the Russian and German markets. This was it. This was the arrival of international politics on every doorstep, of every town and village on the entire east coast of the United Kingdom, from Great Yarmouth to the northern tip of the Shetland Isles.

      There was an immediate panic. In Fraserburgh alone, it was estimated that there was over £100,000 worth of herring waiting on the quayside to be shipped to Europe. That is the equivalent of over £14 million in 2024. The fish merchants and curers would be ruined.

      The very same day as the telegrams arrived, the herring boats by the hundred began to come in to land their catches in the new Faithlie Basin. All was not well, however, and prices were collapsing as the news spread about the closing of the German market. Russia was an ally, but it was too risky to send thousands of barrels of herring across the North Sea with no guarantee of payment; and the very real risk of the merchant vessel being sunk by the enemy. It was chaos.

      The English herring boats from Great Yarmouth, Humberside and Lowestoft working temporarily out of Fraserburgh immediately left to go home.

      The Fraserburgh boats working out of Shetland were already steaming back south having received the bad news earlier than those on the mainland. Consequently, hundreds of women from the Fraserburgh area who had been working in Shetland, gutting and packing in places like Lerwick and Balta Sound, were also quickly evacuated. A large vessel was hastily chartered to bring the women home as fast as possible.

      The situation was changing rapidly. Herring boats still at sea began to see dozens of ships from the Royal Navy appearing on the horizon, heading north. The Navy ships were headed to Invergordon on the Cromarty Firth and Scapa Floe, in the Orkney Isles. The sight of those naval convoys was the last straw for many of the skippers, and the herring fleet headed in. There were no radios in those days to pass on the news, but something was happening, and Stephen and all the others knew it. They were working a mere five hours from home but with no means of communication, they may as well have been on the back side of the Moon.

      The Ocean Harvest arrived back in Fraserburgh’s new harbour in the early morning of the 31st of July. On that very day, diplomatic notes were frantically being exchanged between allies and potential enemies. Germany demanded that France remain neutral and not support Russia. France refused. In full knowledge of the existence of the Schlieffen Plan, Britain requested that both France and Germany respect Belgian neutrality. France agreed, but the Germans did not respond. That was telling.

      The Schlieffen Plan, named after its chief instigator, called for 80% of German military forces to be used to conquer France and thereafter, turn their attention towards Russia. The invasion of France, however, could not proceed without first taking over Belgium and Luxembourg. Britain’s request for Germany to respect Belgian neutrality was an important indicator of how far advanced things had become.

      There was utter confusion all around the harbour. Stephen and his crewmates wanted to start to land their catch as soon as possible so they could go home to their wives. The skipper disappeared for an hour or so and came back with a face like thunder. He gathered his crew around him on the deck and explained to them just how bad things really were.

      He told the crew that they had to land all the herring, but they wouldn’t get paid.

      The price he had negotiated with the buyers wouldn’t even cover the running expenses of the three-day trip. “Take it or leave it lads,” said the skipper. “It’s either we land them for nothing, or we steam back out into the bay and dump the whole lot over the side. It’s your choice.”

      In reality, there was no choice. Stephen and his crewmates would never dump the catch over the side. It was better to give the things away to the locals than to feed the multitude of crabs inhabiting the bay. It was the harsh reality of being a ‘share fisherman.’ To be a self-employed share fisherman is one of the few jobs in the world where you work the first half of the week for nothing, and the second half of the week for yourself. If the boat hasn’t earned enough money to cover more than the running expenses for that week, the crew get nothing.

      After the deckhands meeting, Stephen and his crewmates decided to land the catch, even though the men knew they were working for zero pay. “Let’s face it,” said one of the crew, grudgingly. “We have to get the fish out of the hold one way or another or they will rot quickly in this heat. Best we do it now rather than later.”

      “Aye come on lads,” said another. “The sooner we get clear, the sooner we get home.”

      

      Jeannie was in the living room with the children when Stephen got home just after four in the afternoon. The excited youngsters ran towards their father for hugs and kisses, and Stephen duly obliged. He pandered to their childish requests to swing them round in his arms, even though all he really wanted to do was sit down for five minutes. Jeannie knew her husband only too well. She could see his face was strained and not just with the usual exhaustion. She too had been hearing the rumours about the possibility of war and the likelihood that the fishing fleet would not be allowed to go back to sea.

      After a few minutes, Jeannie got up from her chair by the unlit fireplace. “Alright you lot, get yourselves into the bedroom. Dad’s tired and he wants some peace.” The children disentangled themselves from Stephen and trudged out of the living room into the hallway.

      Jeannie waited until she heard the bedroom door close. “So?” she asked in a soft voice. “What’s going on?”

      Both of them sat down on the sofa beside each other and Stephen reached out and took her hand in his, as he always did. It was the most natural thing in the world for him to do.

      “The skippers and the merchants have called a meeting for Monday morning up at the Station Hotel to try and sort this mess out,” he said quietly. “That’s all any of us know so far.”

      “So, you won’t be going back out to sea on Sunday night?” asked Jeannie.

      “Definitely not. To be honest, I don’t know when we’ll ever get back out.” Stephen went on to explain that with the markets closing due to the threat of war, he had no idea how they would get money and that every fishing family in the country was going to go through the exact same thing.

      “Well, we have got some money saved, you know, for the new boat, so we…”

      Stephen raised his left hand, his palm open, a gentle gesture stopping her in mid speech. “No!” he said firmly. “No way. We’ve sacrificed so much to save that money to make a better life for us, we can’t touch any of that, Jeannie. It’s for our future, and for our children’s future.”

      “Alright,” said Jeannie, her gaze was soft and understanding. “Look, it’s Friday evening; let’s not worry about it just now. You’re tired. I’ll away and begin preparing supper. Close your eyes for a wee while and I’ll shut the door, and tell the kids not to come in here.”

      Jeannie closed the living room door and went into the tiny, galley kitchen. She was worried but didn’t want to put any more pressure on her adoring husband. He had enough to deal with for now. Stephen sat back on the sofa and closed his eyes. He knew he would struggle to sleep but if he could just rest for an hour or so, it would help. Let’s see how that meeting goes on Monday, he thought, something will come out of it.

      The following morning, Saturday the 1st of August 1914, Germany and Russia declared war on each other.
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      The man was ecstatic. He cheered as loud as anyone in the enormous crowd gathered in the Odeonsplatz in Munich as the proclamation was read out by the city fathers. Germany had declared war on Russia.

      He was standing a few metres back from the two impressive lion statues guarding the entrance to the Feldherrnhalle and he gazed up at the three magnificent Romanesque arches, marvelling at their beauty. He knew the building well and that it had been built in the 19th century as a monument to the Bavarian army. He thought it fitting that such an historic proclamation of war should be made in such a majestic setting.

      The man had been waiting for this day for some time. He had become obsessed with politics these last few months, more so than ever before. He felt sure this was fate in action and that his destiny would somehow be fulfilled by the acts of war about to unfold. He decided to enlist immediately in the Bavarian army, a far cry from the events that transpired a mere seven months previously.

      It was a cold January morning when he stepped out of the front door of his flat, only to be confronted by a small group of men in Austrian military uniform. They served notice upon him that he must go to Salzburg at the first opportunity to take the medical exam required for his mandatory service in the Austrian army, or face prison. The man was stunned. He couldn’t understand how the authorities had tracked him down, but knew he had no choice, and he headed to Salzburg.

      The thought of serving a dynasty and empire he detested filled him with such horror, that he was going to try every trick he could to fail the medical exam. It worked too. He was declared medically unfit to serve and relieved of his mandatory duty. He was free to return to Munich where he continued to paint pictures of city buildings and sell them to local, mostly Jewish shop owners.

      Now, many months later, and as an Austrian national; he was worried that the Bavarian military would reject his enlistment request, as they rightly should. His luck held, however, as an administrative error ensured his nationality was overlooked. His enlistment was approved and as he left the recruitment office, he believed more than ever that both history and fate were on his side.

      That Saturday afternoon, as he walked home to gather his belongings, he felt like he was walking on air. He passed by the large Löwenbräukeller and watched as groups of young men were drinking happily and singing nationalist songs outside the ornate entrance to one of Munich’s most famous beer halls, the sun gleaming on its fairy tale like tower.

      As he strode along Schleisheimer Strasse to his small flat, he thought once more about the pretty blond waitress. He wondered whether perhaps he should return to the café when he is dressed in his uniform. Surely then, she would be more suitably impressed, and rejection would be less likely were he to ask her out as a military man.

      Just as quickly, however, he wiped that thought clean from his mind as his steely determination took precedence over romantic notions and carnal lust. His destiny was not the pretty blond waitress. He knew it was something much bigger than that.
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