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Preface 


The idea for this book began when I accidentally discovered that I had two great uncles who had served in World War I. I was so proud of them that I wanted others to experience what I was feeling. 


After retracing my family’s history on the World War I battlefields, my husband, Michael Fiechtner, and I took groups of tourists to the Somme, France, to acknowledge the service and sacrifice that their families had given in the Great War. It was an honour to make this happen. 


During this time, it became apparent that not many Australians knew the stories of the bravery of their ancestors during this first war. 


On the internet, we came across a small French village called Vignacourt. From 1916 to 1918, it was a ‘behind the lines’ place where our boys would rest and recuperate between battles. 


We started taking groups there and were met with open arms by the locals. 


We soon became aware this village had a precious, secret history. A couple by the name of Louis and Antoinette Thuillier had taken thousands of photos of many young brave soldiers and made them into postcards to send home to their families. After the war, this collection was hidden in an attic for close to a century in Vignacourt. 


A French historian by the name of Laurent Mirouze found this treasure-trove of photos and appealed to Great Britain and Australia, asking if they wanted to take ownership of these pieces of art. Mr Kerry Stokes, an Australian businessman and philanthropist, acquired the entire collection and then donated the photos of our soldiers to the Australian War Memorial. 


Michael and I found out that of the 800 photos of Australian soldiers in this collection, only around 120 had been formally identified. After experiencing my joy in discovering my great uncles and researching their sacrifices in the war, I wanted to help find some names for the Thuillier images in the War Memorial. 


Together with Michael, we sponsored a group of teenagers from Vignacourt to come to Australia and meet some of the descendants of the soldiers in the photographic collection. As we were travelling to Canberra to meet the prime minister of the day, someone next to my husband on the plane looked across at the photos he was holding and showed immense interest. 


‘That’s such a great story. It would make a terrific movie,’ he said. 


We agreed but put the idea away. 


Twelve months later, the journey of Photos in the Attic began. We went to France and set about creating our first screenplay and promotional reel on the Somme. It was amazing to be right where it had all happened, creating an authentic story dedicated to the bravery of these young boys one hundred years later. 


Not long after, we had our first script and approached a producer. He and a script editor came on board and together with the assistance of Screen Queensland, we were able to develop the script further. After a series of collaborations with other key creatives, we were eventually introduced to screen industry luminary, David Lightfoot. With his enthusiasm and great military knowledge, we were encouraged to take the script to a deeper level. 


We embarked on an exciting new process, collaborating with award-winning filmmaker Franco Di Chiera, who has a particular interest in history. Sadly, David passed away, but his passion for the film lives on. 


We now have a fantastic team committed to seeing this story told far and wide. 


From Michael and Franco to producer Sabella Sugar and executive producers Caroline Russo and Robert Catena, and especially, Denny Neave at Big Sky Publishing, we agreed that a book based on the screenplay was an ideal way to share this story with interested readers and a bigger film audience. 


I immediately set about writing a novella, one that was a true reflection of the movie screenplay – Photos in the Attic. There are some differences, but the soul remains the same. 


I would like to thank Franco for helping with the edit and all the people above for their dedication to this wonderful and important story. We also thank the First Nation elders who consulted on the Aboriginal cultural elements of the story including the role of indigenous soldiers in the Great War. At the end of the day, it is critical that more Australian soldiers are identified in ‘The Thuillier Collection’. A book and a movie will help bring to life the stories related to the ‘Photos of Aussie Diggers’, which were found in an attic. 


We’re honoured to have been able to play a part in realising that dream. 




Chapter One 


Close-Up 


‘An intimate description or study.’ 




France, 2010 





The sun is shining brightly in the city of Paris, France. People are making the most of the final days of summer. The final rays of the sun lie upon the water of the Seine, giving it a tinge of brilliant blue. The cafés begin to overflow with folk whose stomachs are ready for an early dinner. The dying light hits the wine glasses on the circular tables outside the cafés, and the rosé takes on a perfect pink hue. 


Laurent Mirouze is sitting in the driver’s seat of his car as it weaves wildly through the traffic. Dealing with this sort of drama in the late afternoon in the year 2010 is normal behaviour for any person driving in Paris. The light is quickly fading, and the traffic is increasing. 


The roads currently are a battlefield. Car horns blow as impatient drivers engage. Motor bikes and scooters zigzag in and out of the traffic, erratically storming the skirmish. Buses, unaware of their size, force their way through the crowd to complete their mission. When all the vehicles charge for the Rue des Pyramids, it becomes a race of wits and courage to see who can make advancements without altercation. 


Occasionally, the overpowering boom boom music pummels from the inside of some of the cars. Suddenly, the flashing lights and blaring siren of a speeding police car pass by to lead the campaign. It is madness on wheels in the beautiful city of Paris. 


The golden statue of Joan of Arc stands proudly, almost as if she is leading the charge. Her horse is at the ready and her flag is held high. 


Laurent is talking on his car phone speaker. ‘I feel honoured to be working on this project for you. I’m heading to Vignacourt now to finalise things for your team from Australia,’ he says. On the seat beside him, several sepia-coloured photos of World War I soldiers are spread in a disorganised fashion. 


An hour later, the scenery around Laurent’s car has dramatically changed. There are green fields and highways with a manageable number of cars travelling along them. He looks out the windows at the countryside around. The dirt fields stretch beyond the road to the horizon. Most of the crops have been dug up during winter so that the local farmers can plant sugar beet, wheat and potatoes after the cold has passed. 


 Now and then, there is a tell-tale spire of a church reaching into the grey sky. A collection of stone houses surrounds the church and the central square. The smoke billowing from all the chimneys alerts the fact that the temperature is now low. Every now and then, the occasional horse wrapped up in an overcoat to battle the chill can been seen standing alone in a field. Most of the other animals are warm, hidden inside large barns. 


As Laurent passes the sign that says, Vignacourt, he decreases his speed. The city of Paris is well and truly behind him. Few people are on the street except for those who are out to buy that dreaded fresh baguette for dinner. He passes the magnificent church of Saint-Fermin, as well as a small string of shops beside it, which includes a bank and the Maison Geron Traiteur. He parks his car. 


Laurent calls in to the local tabac for dinner and inspiration. He easily strikes up conversations with the locals and isn’t disappointed with the information he receives. He’s given a few clues as to where most of these photos could be hidden throughout the village. It is even whispered that the mayor, Monsieur Hubau, had a small group of the Thuillier photos placed on the walls around his office. Apparently, he too appreciates their beauty and significance and wants to acknowledge their place in the history of this little village. 


Laurent decides this would be his starting point, and early the next morning, he rings the mayor’s office and makes an appointment to meet with him. At ten o’clock, Laurent comes into Le Bureau du Mairie and stands inside. He sees a few black and white photos of soldiers placed around the office walls. He steps closer to each of the images and considers the detail of the soldiers’ uniforms and more importantly their facial expressions. Each image has a different story to tell. Some faces are full of exhaustion and despair and others are beaming with pride and courage. There are soldiers from many different countries posing with their battalions, while others are alone or standing with some of the locals. 


Lucille Carant, the mayor’s assistant, enters the room. She has shoulder-length curly locks and is dressed in a black skirt and long-sleeved shirt. ‘Monsieur Mirouze?’ she asks. 


‘Yes,’ replies Laurent, ‘I’m here to see Mayor Hubau. Is he here?’ 


‘No, he sends his apologies, but he’s asked me to speak with you,’ replies Lucille. ‘You are the man researching the Thuillier photos?’ 


‘Yes. Are some of them here on the walls? They are better than I thought they would be. Look at the quality of the photos after all these years and the exceptional informal stances of the soldiers. I’ve never seen such relaxed military photos. It’s like they’re sitting in your lounge room having a chat with you. Truly amazing! A great find. I’m so pleased I’m here.’ 


‘Yes, we are very proud of them here in Vignacourt, especially Mayor Hubau. Remember though, these particular images are not for sale. They belong to our mayor. You are welcome to take photos of them if you want, but the originals must stay here. Feel free to look around. There are some others on the second floor as well.’ 


‘Thank you,’ Laurent replies. 


Before they leave the room, Lucille turns to him and says, ‘Oh, I’m not sure if you know, but a small number of photographs are sitting in Valerie Bernard’s attic.’ She writes on a piece of paper and hands it to Laurent. ‘Here is her address and phone number. I did warn her that you may be calling at some point.’


Laurent takes the details gratefully. ‘Oh, that is fantastic, many thanks.’ 


‘Funny how things happen. Valerie is an old family friend of the Thuilliers and is planning to renovate her attic. Just this morning, she came in here to get council approval and told us that there was a box with military photos inside blocking her stairwell. When we checked, we recognised them as being similar to these photos on our walls – the same people, the same backdrop you know,’ answers Lucille. 


‘Of course … and there would be some at the old Thuillier farmhouse as well, or so I’ve heard,’ Laurent states.


‘Yes, yes. That’s a sure thing. Most of the collection is there. That house is now council owned. There are thousands of photos in a large chest in the attic. We just haven’t gotten around to doing anything with them yet.’ She smiles apologetically. ‘I’ll get you the key. Go there first, have a look around and check out the photos. Who knows what else you might find? Take as long as you want.’ 


‘What is going to happen to the farmhouse?’ asks Laurent.


‘We’re not sure yet; the local youth group is currently using it for their gatherings. In time, we want to do something special with it,’ she muses. ‘Just drop the key back here when you’re done.’ She smiles brightly at Laurent as she says, ‘Good luck, Monsieur Mirouze.’ 


Once Lucille leaves and returns to her desk, Laurent gets busy with his camera, documenting the mayor’s part of the collection. When he finishes, he collects the key to the Thuillier farmhouse and asks for directions to the farmhouse. While the secretary draws a simple map for him, Laurent dials a number on his mobile. 


Valerie Bernard answers. 


‘Hello, Madame Valerie Bernard, my name is Laurent Mirouze. I was just at the mayor’s office, and they told me that you might have some Thuillier photos in your attic.’


‘Yes,’ Valerie replies. 


‘I’m currently trying to track down photos taken here in Vignacourt during World War I. An Australian businessman is willing to offer some money for them, if you have some,’ responded Laurent. 


‘Really? There is a large box in my attic filled with military photos. I was just telling the staff at the mayor’s office about it. I’ve never gone up there before, and I came across this box of glass plates. Is that what you are talking about?’ asks Valerie. 


Laurent quickly replies, ‘Yes, they could be what I’m looking for. Would you mind if I came in to see them?’ 


‘Are they that important?’ queries Valerie. 


‘To Mr Stokes they are,’ Laurent replies. 


‘All right then,’ agrees Valerie. 


Laurent responds, ‘Thank you so much. I’m in town. Would it suit if I came over tomorrow morning at this time?’


‘Perfect,’ says Valerie. 


Satisfied with his progress, Laurent hops into his car and follows the hand-drawn map of directions to the Thuillier farm.




Chapter Two 


Panorama 


‘A picture or photograph containing a wide view.’ 



‘The post office is on the left and then a small roundabout leads past a pond and on to the Thuillier farm,’ mumbles Laurent as he reads the roughly drawn map. 


The farmhouse stands out with its white walls and bright-green shutters. It looks in bad shape and is definitely in need of a good makeover. Laurent gets out of his car and goes to the front door and unlocks it. 


He enters the house and walks into the kitchen. The room is empty, and the faded wallpaper is peeling off. It is impossible to enter and not stand for a moment to soak up all the memories and laughter that are glued to these walls. Laurent continues through into the courtyard. He stops for a moment when he notices some shadows dashing in between the posts in the barn. 


‘Anyone there?’ he asks. 


Silence prevails.


He shakes his head and continues on. 


The staircase to the attic is dark and covered in dust and cobwebs. There are holes in the floor, and the wooden steps are quite steep and narrow. Many of the floorboards have rotted away. They break beneath Laurent’s feet, so he treads carefully. In the semi darkness, he searches for the solid ones to walk on. Eventually, through pure determination, he gets to the top of the stairs. 


He sees a cavernous, entirely wooden space, with a lattice of wooden arches holding up the roof and two small skylights conveying sharp beams of sunlight into the space. There is dust and old cobwebs everywhere. A large chest sits in the centre of the room. Putting on cloth gloves from his pocket, he opens the wooden container to reveal some of the old photographic glass plates. They are covered in bird droppings worthy of a hundred years. His fingers gently brush the edges of the plates. He begins to imagine. 


He hears voices of men and women, laughing, telling each other to stand still and smile. For a moment, he is with them inside the frames. Deeper in the box, Laurent finds a canvas bag resting among the glass plates. He opens it. At the bottom of the bag is a ledger as well as shards of glass from broken photos. 


Laurent briefly flicks through the ledger. Details of sales and debits from the Thuillier photographic business are listed in it. It seems that at one point in 1916, the business flourished. It then had few entries in 1917, and from March in 1918, business increased again. He realises this ledger reflected the movement of the troops as they followed the battles across France and Belgium.


‘Wow, this is so much better than I thought possible. No disappointments here. Mr Stokes will be pleased,’ Laurent whispers. He picks up a photo and looks deeply into it. It is one of the Armistice Day celebrations, taken in the Vignacourt town square next to the church. There are crowds of soldiers, a band and locals celebrating the end of the war. The emotions are jumping out of the glass. Laurent can almost hear the music and feel the excitement. 


They want us to listen. Each picture has a story to share, he ponders as he places the glass plate back into the chest, along with the canvas bag. 


Laurent then spends a couple of hours looking through each exposure. He is totally lost in the world of 1916–18. He is amazed by the sharp definitions and clarity left on the glass. When the sunlight begins to fade and it becomes almost impossible to see anything, Laurent decides to call it a day. 


He begins the precarious journey down the stairwell, using his mobile phone flashlight to help. 


When he gets to the bottom of the stairs, he notices a piece of material protruding from beneath the eaves near the kitchen door. He reaches up and pulls on it. Laurent has to jump back as a large rolled up piece of canvas drops down. He brushes off his clothing and carefully unravels the roll and recognises the scene. It is the backdrop that was used in the Thuillier photos. This spot must have been where the soldiers stood and had their photos taken. 


For a moment, Laurent stands still and soaks up the energies racing around him again. He feels their presence. He hears the voices and the laughter. He smiles along with the ghosts surrounding him. 


It is becoming dark, so Laurent picks up the backdrop and places it against the house, so it’s protected from the weather. He plans to return tomorrow to start cataloguing, but he wants things to be close to how he found them for when the Australian television crew arrives in a couple of days. 


Laurent turns around and surveys the Thuillier farmhouse. He looks up to the attic and thinks he sees a soldier looking down at him. 


Suddenly, the window closes. 


He shakes his head for a moment! Old houses and their drafts! 


As he gets into his car, he can still hear the soldiers laughing from the courtyard as if they are still there having their photos taken. 


* * * 


The next morning, Laurent arrives at Valerie’s house. It is an old home with a brick facade facing the town square. He promptly knocks on the front door. Valerie opens the door and greets him with a smile. 


Laurent introduces himself. ‘Hello, Valerie. I’m Laurent Mirouze. So great to meet you. Thank you for letting me see the glass plates.’ 


‘Yes, please come on in,’ states Valerie. 


Laurent enters the house and is ushered to the kitchen table for some coffee. 


‘Tell me your story and what you know about the photos in your attic,’ pleads Laurent.


Valerie responds in between sips of hot coffee, ‘I’ve only been living in this house for two years. I’ve decided to finally do some renovations because my daughter is coming to live with me. As you can see, this house is small, but it has an attic. It’s a space I’ve never used, but I think it would make a lovely bedroom. As far as the history of the house goes, I know that in World War I, my grandmother lived here. When she went to live in Paris, the house remained empty. She returned towards the end of her life. I remember spending some time here as a small child, with her and my mother on holidays. My mother lived here alone after Grandma Rosie died, and when Mama passed away, she left it to me in her will. I was then living and working in Amiens close by, so moving here was not such a big deal. It is so much cheaper to live away from the cities and towns, don’t you agree? Life is also simpler, and I have always loved this house. It has a connection to Grandma Rosie. You don’t throw that history away. You would appreciate that sentiment, Laurent?’ 


‘Do you know anything about the Thuilliers?’ Laurent asks. 


‘No, not much. You see, my mother had severe dementia in the later years of her life and lived in a hospital, so she didn’t share any family history with me. That’s why this house is so important. It is the only legacy I have. I feel my grandmother here every day. When I go, I will leave this to my daughter. The locals have told me how close Grandma Rosie was with Antoinette and Louis Thuillier. As far as the glass plates go, I’m totally in the dark.’ 


Laurent is eager to respond, ‘Maybe these photos in your attic will give you some answers to your family history, or at least the relationship with the Thuilliers.’ 


Clearly intrigued, Valerie asks, ‘Why does this Australian man want these glass plates?’ 


‘He is interested in any important pieces of art and history,’ states Laurent. He finishes off his coffee and looks excitedly into Valerie’s eyes. ‘Can we have a look, then?’ he asks. 


Valerie looks concerned. ‘I must warn you. It’s a mess up there.’ 


Laurent laughs. ‘That’s fine.’ 


Together they then slowly climb the staircase. Valerie turns the light on when they reach the top. 


The attic room has three window boxes, and as per normal, the room is lined with timber. It truly is a beautiful space that overlooks all the rooftops in Vignacourt. 


Laurent and Valerie enter. The room is full of junk and pieces of furniture. In the middle of the floor space sits a small wooden box. It is slightly open, revealing some glass plates. 


Laurent quickly goes over to it. He clears everything around them and sits down beside the box to pries it open more to reveal the plates within. ‘Look at these plates,’ he declares. ‘Oh my God! It’s the same backdrop as the others!’ he exclaims with pure pleasure. 


Valerie comes closer to inspect while Laurent puts on some white gloves. He starts picking up different plates and looks at them in the light of the window. He is overjoyed. 


‘I briefly opened it because it was in the way, and I didn’t know what was in it. There’s quite a few,’ Valerie states, looking at the contents. 


‘These are Thuillier photos, all right. Similar set up as those I saw in the mayor’s office and at Thuillier’s farm. This is incredible.’ 


Laurent picks up one plate and gently wipes it with a soft cloth. He gives it to Valerie, and she holds it up to the light. ‘Be careful. These are fragile, but look at the detail. Even 100 years later they are exquisite,’ says Laurent. 


Valerie goes to pick up another one, but Laurent intervenes and gently wipes off the dust, in order to see the image underneath – it is of a woman and a young boy. 


‘That’s Grandma Rosie!’ Valerie screams with delight.


‘Really? She certainly was beautiful,’ says Laurent as he peruses the image. 


Valerie takes her locket off, opens it up and shows Laurent the photo inside it. 


‘Could this be a Thuillier photo?’ she asks. ‘This locket has been in my family for years.’ 


Laurent peruses the small photo of the woman and the soldier carefully. After a minute or so, he states, ‘Yes, it is. Look at the backdrop: the archways, the small Picardie roses. They all have that. That’s a tell-tale sign that it is a Thuillier photo. How lucky are you!’ 


Valerie responds, ‘This is my mother’s locket. It’s a photo of Grandma Rosie for sure, but I don’t know who the man is. My mother lost her memory so early, she never shared its story.’ 


‘Well, he’s an Australian soldier. I know the military uniforms and the slouch hat were a definite part of their attire,’ Laurent advises. 


‘What? Australian? Were they here?’ queries Valerie.


‘Absolutely. From my research, many Australians were in Vignacourt in 1916, and then again in 1918. They moved to wherever the fighting occurred. Vignacourt was behind the lines, a place to rest and recuperate,’ explains Laurent. ‘Maybe there’s a glass plate of this in the box. Wouldn’t that be amazing?’ he asks as he points to the photo in her locket. He then reaches down into the box. ‘Wait a minute, there are some papers in the bottom here.’ He picks up a pile of letters tied with string. He takes one out and begins to read, ‘1917. My Darling Rosie, how I miss you. It has been a long time since I was in Vignacourt. My battalion is on its way to Belgium, and I can’t stop thinking about you …. Oh, I think these letters may help you find out who that handsome Australian is,’ Laurent declares. 


Valerie is now obviously as excited as Laurent and grabs the pile of letters. She helps Laurent empty the box completely. She picks up one plate and cuts her finger on the glass edge. 


As if by slow motion, the drop of blood falls to the attic floor ….




Chapter Three 


Blurred 


‘Unable to be seen clearly.’ 




Albért, France, 1916 



The sounds of heavy artillery and bombing can be heard in the distance. The locals are feeling nervous. There is a basilica by the main square of the town. 


Rosie and her dog are walking past the large church. There is a magnificent golden statue of Our Lady hanging perpendicular from the top. Rosie stops and puts her small suitcase down. She thinks to herself at how the statue is reflecting her feelings. ‘We’re both hanging by a thread,’ she says quietly to herself. 
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