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“I’m scared if I write what I truly feel then there’ll 

be nothing left of me. I’ll just be empty.” 

 

Nancy Hall, 16, Student, Leamington Spa 

 

“My final question: if 

you weren’t in the 

war what would you 

be?” 

 

Ben Hampton, 12, 

Student, Stoke-on-

Trent 

 

“I dislike the term ‘Unknown’. It almost makes these men 

sound forgotten or uncared-for but the reality is that you 

stand for all of them and therefore to have no name is a 

much greater pride.” 

 

Jemma Walker, 23, Teacher, Cleethorpes 

 

“Stay safe. Get back. 

Bring as many back 

with you as you can 

manage. Nothing 

else matters.” 

 

Sean, 25, Army 

Infantry, USA 

 

“ ‘Never again’ is the biggest lie.” 

Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, 65, 

Journalist, London 

 

 

“I remember old men 

when I was a child in 

the 1960's. They were 

mostly silent, but 

dignified.” 

 

Elizabeth, 55, 

Housewife, Swindon 

 

“I know I should have written 

you sooner. A lot sooner, in 

fact. I would say time got 

away from me, but we both 

know that not to be true 

now” 

 

Chelsea Asher, 22, Bath 
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LETTER TO AN UNKNOWN SOLDIER is a new kind of war memorial - one made of 

words.  

 

Created by writers Neil Bartlett and Kate Pullinger, it was commissioned by 1418 NOW to 

mark the centenary of WW1.   

 

The project was inspired by a bronze statue  which stands on Platform One of Paddington 

Station in London, showing a WW1 soldier reading a letter. Everyone in the country was 

invited to write their own letter to that soldier and then publish it on a dedicated website, 

creating a new digital artwork. The project aimed to give people the opportunity to voice 

their personal feelings about WW1. The ask was simple; If you could say whatever you 

wanted to say to the unknown soldier, what would you say?   

 

The website went live on 28 June 2014 , and the response was massive and 

immediate. Letters came from schoolchildren, writers, serving soldiers and a wide range of 

the public, as well as the current British Prime Minister. When the website closed on 

August 4th, 21,439 letters had been received from across the UK and from around the 

world. In November 2014 a small selection of the letters were published in a book.  

 

LETTER TO AN UNKNOWN SOLDIER now exists as both an archive and a practical 

resource. The letters, written by thousands of people who don’t necessarily think of 

themselves as writers, form a vivid snapshot of what people really think about war, and 

what it means to remember a war no longer within lived experience. The project offers a 

different kind of war memorial - one that reflects both lived and living experience.   

 

This resource aims to offer some different and practical ways for young people, students 

and communities to engage with the artwork and the ideas that created it. The exercises 

and resources provided are aimed at sparking inspiration and supporting wider schemes 

of work exploring both WW1 and creative writing.  

 

The resource can be used and adapted for a wide variety of groups including: students 

(primary and secondary); creative writing groups; book groups; genealogy & family history 

researchers; WW1 history interest groups; veterans; digital and online developers and 

many more.  

 

At its core is the invitation to read a range of the letters housed on the website but of 

course we very much hope you will be inspired to write your own letters and to explore 

different ways in which you can make your letters available to a wider public.  
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Explain that this session will be focussed on creating a new kind of war memorial for your 

group or class. Today’s task is to write a letter to an unknown soldier who fought in WW1. 

(NB. You will be aware of your group’s current knowledge of WW1 and if they require any 

introduction to the subject).  

 

What is a memorial? Is it important to remember? Begin open discussion using examples 

of real objects we use to remember people or events eg. plaques, statues, fountains, 

poppies, parks. Participants could work in pairs to discuss whether they find memorials a 

useful way to think about the past, and suggest a specific memorial or type of memorial 

that resonates most strongly with them.  

Here is a list of letters that you might want to reference as part of your activities, all of 

them are included in the resources at the end of this document. We have chosen them as 

they offer a cross-section of the 21,439 letters received. We have also ‘tagged’ them so 

that you can choose letters according to their form/content or other distinctive feature. 

Hollie McNish –  poem, true story, dedication (resource 6) 

Anonymous – veteran, from soldier’s point of view (resource 7) 

Kathy Miles – contemporary, mothers voice (resource 8) 

Robert J Furey – school student, angry (resource 9) 

Freya Finch Atter – school student, imagined story, dedication, historical (resource 10) 

Nathan Filer – unusual character, imagined story, historical (resource 11) 

Roberta Taylor – historical, imagined story, theatrical (resource 12) 

Diana Goldsworthy – family, dedication, historical (resource 13) 

Finn Hishon – school student, despairing of war, historical (resource 14) 

Nathalie Stocks – school student, true story, dedication, contemporary (resource 15) 

Timberlake Wertenbaker – video & letter, series of questions, poem (resource 17) 

Jacqueline Westrop – contemporary, dedication (resource 18) 
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There are many entry points to provide inspiration for your group as they gather their 

thoughts before writing their letters. We have chosen a few examples of topics that you 

can use to approach the broader idea of why you might want to write a letter to the 

unknown soldier.  

 

Introduce the idea of the unknown soldier using the text below and the photograph of the 

tomb of the unknown soldier in Westminster Abbey (resource 1). 

 

If you have access to the internet, you may want to show this short film which also 

introduces the idea. 

 

Show an image of the Charles Jagger statue (resource 2) in Paddington Station, explaining 

this is another depiction of an unknown soldier. Ask your group the difference between a 

memorial that is a tomb and a memorial that is a real figure. How do they differ in the way 

they make you feel?   

 

Discuss the soldier standing at Paddington Station. What’s the expression on his face? 

What is he wearing and why? Who knitted his scarf? 

 

Although the Unknown Soldier can represent anyone, you may find it helpful to imagine the 

soldier in the statue as a living breathing person. Imagine that he walked right out of the 

picture and into this room. What questions would you ask to get to know him better? 

 

Give participants a few minutes to write down their own answers to these questions. They 

should aim to write 10 pieces of information about the soldier. This can be done 

individually or in pairs, and will serve as a starting point for their letter. 

During the First World War over 800,000 British soldiers were killed during the war, 

but the vast majority of the dead were never brought home. The families and friends 

of the dead needed somewhere to grieve. After the war finished an anonymous body 

was dug up in France, and on November 11th 1920 he was buried in Westminster 

Abbey in London. It deliberately says on the gravestone that the soldier is unknown, 

so he can represent anyone and everyone. In the first week the soldier was in his 

grave 1.3 million people went to visit it. 
 

http://youtu.be/1X4-HBTINAM
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Introduce the idea of the importance of letters during the war using the text below and the 

photographs (resource 3).  

 

If you have access to the internet, you may want to show this short film which introduces 

the idea. 

 

- Are letters special? 

- Who writes letters today and why?  

- What do letters achieve that emails/texts/tweets/blogs can’t achieve? 

 

Distribute downloaded letter from Children’s Laureate Malorie Blackman and student 

Laura Ryder (resource 4). Explain that these letters have already been written to the 

unknown soldier as part of the online project. 

 

- Why do you think Malorie Blackman chose to write as ‘Sally’ 

- Why does ‘Sally’ ask so many questions in her letter? 

- Do you think she would ask the same questions face to face with her father? What 

does this tell you about their relationship? 

 

Laura Ryder’s letter is written from herself directly to the soldier on Platform 1 of 

Paddington Station.  

- She repeats the word ‘unknown’. What impact does this have on the letter?  

- What do you think she is trying to tell the soldier?  

- How was Laura feeling when she wrote the letter? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the height of the First World War an average of twelve and a half million letters were 

sent each week by family, friends and lovers to soldiers. Letters were directed through 

a vast, makeshift sorting office called the Home Depot, erected in London's Regent's 

Park. Working in what was at the time the largest wooden structure in the world, 2,500 

mostly female staff (35,000 women were employed by the Post Office in the first two 

years of the war) handled over two billion letters and 114 million parcels in the course of 

the conflict. 
 

http://youtu.be/e_dtOEZ7dWI
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Return again to the concept of the project; that to create the new kind or memorial 

everyone in the UK was asked to write a letter to the soldier. These letters have been 

published online for the world to read, and then stored in the British Library archive for 

future generations. 

 

Using all of the facts they wrote about the soldier and/or their thoughts about the 

importance of letters and/or the inspiration of the letters they have read, participants can 

now being to write their own letter.  

 

Discuss the main elements of a letter – how to start it, how long it should be (suggested 

guide 100 – 500 words). If you have access to the internet, you may find this short film 

helpful as a starting point for this discussion. 

 

Questions to consider: 

 

- Shall I write as myself or as someone else (who would that be?) 

- Shall I write as a person writing in 2014 or as a person writing in 1914?  

- What do I really need to tell him? 

- What’s important enough to put in a letter? 

  

Participants may be able to complete their letters in a single session, or they could 

complete them as homework.  

 

Many letter writers chose to include a dedication in their letter. Look at letters by Hollie 

McNish (resource 6) and anonymous veteran (resource 7).  

-  How does the dedication change the way that you might read or interpret the 

      letter?  

-  Is it important that the letter is dedicated to someone the writer knows? 

 

Future sessions may wish to use completed letters as their core stimulus – a chance for 

participants to relay to their colleagues the reasons for their choices in the letter they 

wrote. Is there a common thread running through the letters or are they very different? Do 

they give a snapshot of what people are thinking 100 years after the war? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://youtu.be/X8l2f8XQSuE
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Once your group have written their letters, you will hopefully want to make them available 

for others to read. Many people who wrote were inspired by the idea that someone else 

would read it, so this can also be a great motivator to write. There are many ways of 

sharing your collection of letters, we have outlined a few suggestions that have already 

been popular for schools and communities and a few things to consider when planning 

how you might go about this.  

 

ONLINE 

We decided to display our letters online so that they were accessible to everyone across 

the country, and further afield. Although you can no longer upload your letters to our 

website, you can easily make your own online album or even a simple website. This is a 

great way of sharing your collection 

Website www.wix.com or https://wordpress.com  

Photo album www.flickr.com or www.shutterfly.com  

 

BOOK OR ANTHOLOGY 

We chose a small selection of letters to publish in a book as well as on the website. You 

might want to discuss the difference between reading a hard copy letter and reading a 

letter online.  

Many schools and organisations created their own anthology. They created hand-made 

covers and fastenings using equipment from their classroom. You may want to make more 

than one copy, so think about scanning the original copies of the letters and printing out 

versions for as many copies as you can make! 

As well as giving it to students and family members, think about what the best location for 

your anthology might be. You might want to find somewhere permanent, where lots of 

people can access it. You could ask to include it in the school or local library, or perhaps 

at a local historical organisation.  

 

DISPLAY 

A visual display in a public place or classroom.  

Exhibition or installation – permanent or temporary – you might combine work with the art 

department to explore how to create a visually arresting context for your letters. Are letters 

best show handwritten or typed and printed or framed digitally on screen? Do 3D exhibits 

work better than 2D?  

http://www.wix.com/
https://wordpress.com/
http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.shutterfly.com/sites/create/welcome.sfly?fid=065c37af7db2a662
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Is there a shop window in your high street that you could use for an installation of letters? 

Or are there other unusual spaces that you could use to display your letters? 

 

PERFORMANCE 

There are lots of ways to create a performance or presentation of your letters. 

Experimentation is key. Try overlapping readings of the letters, read with lots of emotion, 

read with no emotion – what works best for each letter (different letters may demand 

different styles). Might the letters need music or a soundscape – stillness or movement – 

light or shade – one voice or many voices… 

LETTER TO AN UNKNOWN SOLDIER asked a group of actors to read just one line of 

Timberlake Wertenbaker’s letter (a letter made up of a series of questions). You can watch 

this film here 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dty9MSmscIo
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IMAGERY & AESTHETICS, TONE, PALETTE: 

There are lots of images available which you can use to inspire and accompany your 

collection, and each will serve a different role in how you want to present it. There are 

archived photos from the period which could add authenticity and illustrate a little better 

the experiences of the soldiers on the battlefields. You could also look for photos from the 

Home Front which show what it was like to live in the UK at that time.  

Contemporary images can be very powerful and make the letters more accessible and 

immediate. You could include photos of the writers, or search for images which 

correspond to topics in the letters, for example recent photos of families, serving soldiers, 

politicians, veterans, or something more abstract.  

Throughout the LETTER TO AN UNKNOWN SOLDIER website you will see photographs of 

the statue specially commissioned from a photographer called Dom Agius. Why do you 

think we chose these particular photographs?  

Red and black are the colours most commonly associated with remembrance. When we 

created our website we chose not to use these colours, and instead opted for muted 

greens, white and black.  

-  What colours do you think of in connection to WW1? 

-  What impact does the colour scheme have on how people interpret your letters?  

 

CURATING / ORDERING YOUR LETTERS 

The order and grouping of letters can affect how they are perceived. Our subconscious 

looks for links and connections when we read so you should assume when you’re putting 

together a selection of letters that your reader or audience will automatically do this. 

Curating your collection in this way means you can take your readers/audience on a 

journey which will keep them interested and engaged.  

Try reading a few letters aloud and see what connections or differences you can pick up. 

 

-  Which of your letters are similar and which are different? 

-  How would you decide to categorise them? By topic, style, length, setting…? 

-  Which letters would be powerful at the start or end of your collection? 

-  What do you want your reader/audience to feel? 

You could choose to juxtapose letters coming from different perspectives, for example the 

letter from an anonymous veteran (resource 7) which explores the experience of war from 

soldier’s point of view, combined with Kathy Miles’ letter (resource 8), which considers the 

mothers and family left behind. This combination focuses us to the impact of war on 

individuals and makes us consider all the different people affected by it.  
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Alternatively you might want to combine two letters that have very little in common in 

terms of theme, but are both written by people the same age or from the same area. 

Robert J Furey and Freya Finch Atter are both school students aged 15 & 17 respectively 

(resource 9 & 10), but their approaches are very different and you can start to get a sense 

of the huge range of opinions on this subject.  

 

You might decide to include some of the letters available on the website to add a wider 

context to your collection. If you want to focus on a particular topic or perhaps letters 

written from people who live nearby you can search on the website by keyword or 

location. You can also search by name if you are looking for a particular person like Mark 

Haddon or David Cameron. There are over 20,000 online so you should be able to find 

something that fits your brief.  

 

 

WHAT EXTRA INFORMATION TO INCLUDE  

Whoever is reading your letters may have some knowledge of the First World War, but you 

might want to contextualise your project a little with an introduction or additional facts. For 

example you could research information about the war that relates to your local area.  

Dedications and inspirations for writing could also provide this information, or you might 

want to research more into the stories that have inspired your letters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LETTER TO AN UNKNOWN SOLDIER 

Commissioned by 14-18 NOW 

Produced in association with Free Word 
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– tomb of the unknown soldier 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: HMS VERDUN 

carrying the body of the 

Unknown Soldier to Dover 

at Boulogne Harbour, 10 

November 1920 © IWM 

Left: The coffin of the 

Unknown Soldier in 

Westminster Abbey before 

its final burial on 11th 

November 1920 © IWM 
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– statue at Paddington Station 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The statue of the Unknown Soldier at Paddington Station, 
created in 1920 by Charles Sargent Jagger © Dom Agius 
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– post in the First World War 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women sorting broken parcels in the ‘Home Depot’ © Royal Mail 

Group 2013, courtesy of The British Postal Museum & Archive 

 

 

Sorted post being carried in wicker baskets ready for delivery © Royal 

Mail Group 2013, courtesy of The British Postal Museum & Archive 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Dad, 

How are you?  Mum says I’m not to write to you and whine or complain.  She says 

I’m only to write cheerful things.  I’m not to say I’m worried about you, even though I am.  

I’m not to write anything that might make you feel bad or sad. I’m well and being good.  

I’ve grown almost an inch since you’ve been away.  Mum says by the time you get back, 

I’ll be almost as tall as you.  I hope that doesn’t mean you’ll be away a long time. 

When you first went away, you said you’d be back home in no time.  But you’re still 

away.  My teacher Mrs Beardsley said it would all be over by Christmas, but Christmas has 

come and gone and another is almost here.  I’m worried about Mum. (She never said I 

couldn’t write that I’m worried about her.)  Mum doesn’t laugh much any more and I hear 

her crying at night cause you’re not here. 

Mrs Beardsley says that you and all able British men have got to fight cause an 

Archduke got himself shot in some place foreign. Why should you have to go abroad and 

fight just cause someone in a country across the sea got killed?  Remember when Uncle 

Fred got kicked by Major Henry’s horse?  He died and no one went to war over that.  If 

you’re not related to this Archduke, why did you have to go?  What’s it got to do with our 

family?  I don’t understand why the whole country has to go to war.  I thought killing 

people was murder.  So it’s okay to kill people if our government declares war on them 

first?   

Remember when Amy Driscoll kept picking on me and you said she was just a 

cowardly bully and that I should stand up to her? Is this war the same thing?  Is this us 

standing up to a bully?  Can a country and all its people be bullies?  Or is it just kings, 

queens and rulers around the world who tell everyone else what to do and we all have to 

do as we’re told with no say at all?     

I have so many questions and it upsets Mum when I ask her about the war.  Can 

you please just come home?  I miss you, Dad.  Promise me you’ll come home safe. And 

soon. Then maybe you can explain to me what this war is all about. 

Your loving daughter, 

Sally 

 

Letter by Malorie Blackman, a British 

writer who is the Children's Laureate for 

2013 – 15. Best known for Noughts and 

Crosses (2006) 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Dear Soldier, 

 

You were not unknown to the mother that waved you off. You were not unknown to your 

friends you laughed with or your siblings you grew up with. You were not unknown to the 

soldiers who you fought with or the lovers you wrote to.  

 

You might be unknown to the people who walk past you every day. They might glance at 

you or they might just walk on by but you are there and you are not unknown to the history 

that put you there.  

 

You were someone’s son, brother, friend, love and your sacrifice is neither unknown nor 

forgotten. 

 

Laura Ryder 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Letter by Laura Ryder, a student 

at Bath Spa University 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Sir,  

“There is no one left here, only me 

There is blood between my friends’ lips 

Boats are coming 

The sea is calm 

Again 

But I feel like I’ve let you down, my friend 

I saw your face, I saw your frown 

The symbol of a million men 

An honorary make pretend 

And we’ve done it once again 

My friend 

We’ve done it once again 

I don’t know how. 

I signed up, proud, like you 

And now I’m sitting in the sands in the beach in World War 2 

Wondering whether you 

Ate the same food for weeks as well? 

Did the taste make you reach as well? 

Now there are only tins of cherries left for me 

In sugared syrup, red and thick 

Each spoon makes me retch a bit 

I used to love my mother’s pie. 

But even if I make it back  

Alive 

I don’t think I’ll ever eat that  

Again 

There is blood between my friends’ lips now 

Red cherries stain their clothes 

And it’s only now I think I know 

That look upon your face 

Are you tasting the same taste you’ve had upon your lips for weeks? 

My mouth reeks of cherries 

They’ve never been less sweet. 

I’ve been on the beach for three weeks now 

Waiting for a boat 

To come 

I’ve written home, to my sister and my father and my mum 

Letter by Hollie McNish, a 

spoken word / performance poet 

living in Cambridge 
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And you’re the only one I’ve left to write 

It’s cold at nighttime 

The sea is clear 

A quick note I hope they’ll find 

If I die here 

I just want to apologise that they did it all again 

That there is blood between my friends’ lips 

That they didn’t learn from you. 

That death means so little to those who told us what to do 

The ones that don’t eat cherries here 

The ones that point from rooms 

And if I make it through 

I’ll tell everyone I know 

That even sweetness chokes  

When all you have to eat is this 

And the syrup’s thick with blood. 

I’ll tell everyone I love. 

If I get picked up 

And reach our land 

The sea is calm today. 

The cherry pips have sunk 

Into the sand. 

 

Your friend, 

David 

 

--- 

In memory of my papa, who ran to the bathroom to be sick the day my mum made cherry 
pie for us 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

Friend 

 

How did you feel leaving your loved ones knowing you may never return? 

I cried for hours after leaving them at the airport, thinking I may never see them again and 

feeling very selfish for putting them in that position. It was my choice to join the Military 

and now it could change the future for my family. Was I selfish? 

 

Did you have a list of things to do before you were drafted in case you didn't come back? 

I chose fishing and bingo, I didn't really like either. 

 

Did you have fab friends? 

I did, without them, who knows! 

 

Did your family understand that being there changed you? 

Mine don't and how can I expect them too, I protected them from what was really 

happening over there. They don't want to know they scary stuff. 

 

Did you cry when you were on your own? 

I do, not just for those who have been killed, but for those who suffer every day because of 

the unseen effects of fighting. 

 

Did you ever tell anyone how you felt? 

I haven't until today. 

 

Thanks for listening. 

 

xxx 

 

 

--- 

I wish to dedicate my letter to the unseen injuries of war. 

 

 

 

 
 

Letter by an anonymous veteran, 

aged 42 in Gateshead 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Soldier, 

 

So many years between us. I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. But I would 

recognise your mother in an instant. Something in the face, a weariness of eyes, the 

downturn of her mouth. I have seen her in the supermarket queue, fumbling for change in 

her purse. I have seen her at bus stops, waiting for a train, walking down the street, her 

bags weighing her down like a terrible secret. I have seen her in the faces of colleagues, 

friends, of strangers. 

 

They say no news is good news, don’t they? But she and I know that isn’t true. Whilst you 

were fighting for your country, she and I were waiting. Our hearts united by that tiny fossil 

of grief buried inside, a shell of amber held like a small shining rock. Our hands locked 

together, balled into a fist so strong that nothing can break the fingers apart. 

 

And now the sun is coming up, and our shadows are tossed across the wall, and the 

family begin to stir. We will make breakfast, cut and butter bread, scrape the last precious 

jam from the jar, make a pot of strong tea. 

 

And we will wait, she and I. 

For the postman to come. 

For the world to break apart. 

 

 

--- 

I would like to dedicate my letter to my friend Glen, whose son has served in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and to all the brave mothers who wait for news of their own 'unknown 
soldiers' 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Kathy Miles a writer 

aged 62 in Aberaeron, Wales 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

To the Unknown Warrior, the man representative of all those lives futilely lost for little more 

than an army measuring contest between distant cousins. 
 

I don’t know you, you don’t know me. Allow me to rectify half of that. I am a fifteen year old 

boy who attends Redland Green School in Bristol. I am only writing to you as it is compulsory 

and a part of my detention for not doing this sooner. 
 

Are we clear? 
 

I just want to say that as a result of your identity was unknown we have no idea of the kind of 

person you were. We have no idea who you were, what you did or where you came from. This 

leaves us with a blank impression of you - a facade of facelessness - which is a problem as we 

have no clue whether you were a brave, valiant hero who died thinking of the men and women 

back home or if you were one of the thousands who walked up onto the battlefield, knowing 

full well they were going to get shot, but went up anyway just because they were told to. 
 

Either way, everyone else you fought with is pushing up poppies. Dwell on that. 

I have a longstanding bet with a pal of mine that you were truly detested by all of your peers. I 

bet you were the guy always nitpicking over the bloody dirt that adorned your fellow warrior's 

vest. The guy who was always teasing Corporal Jenkins for his crippling lisp. The guy who 

would not let any "Boche" that crossed no man's land breathe the same air as himself. And to 

top it all off you were probably a racist. 
 

On the other hand, you may have just been Doctor Decent - upholder of basic human niceness 

in the midst of war. The man who'd always drop the glove after losing the over. The man who 

would acknowledges the fool's talent. The man who helps the monkey's back up after they've 

fallen from the tree. 
 

I prefer the former. I find the irony of it almost romantic. How would you find it? 

It's amusing to me how my questions are doomed to remain unanswered. No matter how 

many times I knock at that tomb asking if you're in the only response I shall ever get is the 

squeaking of mice and the creaking of bones. 
 

But, that's okay. The day I want the dead to rise just to answer my questions the first thing I'd 

do is ask Steve Jobs which turtleneck he'd wear today or Adolf Hitler if he actually gave a 

damn about the lives he ruined or I'd ask Chuck Norris what he'll do now that his career has 

been revived. What's great is you have no idea who any of these people, and again, that's 

okay. 
 

Why? Because you're trapped in a box, underneath an abbey as royals marry on top of you. 

The very royals who you fought for their right to have extremely pretentious, million pound 

weddings. And thank-you for that. 
 

Yours sincerely, Robert J. Furey. 
 

 
--- 

I wrote my letter because my teacher threaten me with a detention if I did otherwise. 
 

Letter by Robert J Furey a 

student in Bristol, aged 15. 
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– example letter 

 

 

I am the lady in charge of odd parcels, blurry writing, the not-quite right addresses. I am the 

investigator, the letter opener, the get-things-running-smoothly woman. I wear a loose uniform 

and heels that dig in when I walk. I have auburn, curly hair. My mother called me ‘homely’ 

once. There are seven drawers in my desk, three down the sides and one across the middle. 

The bottom right is devoted to you. 
 

There is something thrilling about the tearing of envelopes not meant for your hands. A quick 

scan- and quick it is, I promise you. I don’t want to pry- down the words to find addresses, 

names, ranks, platoons. The clues are threaded together and the letter moves on, or plunges 

into the bin beside me. Something always feels wrong about binning those, though. 
 

When I found the first letter addressed to ‘the girls at home depot’ I laughed. Of all the people 

you could write to, you write to us. I read it out loud on a break, you were so flirty then. 

Charming and witty like a poet, our warrior poet out on the lines. And punctual too, we looked 

forward to loopy handwriting on a Wednesday morning. Then you began to change. 
 

Our happy bard grew sad. The letters became too painful to read out, so I locked them in my 

drawer and left them for days. Something was private about your suffering. After a while I 

stopped opening the letters. 
 

The letters have stopped. I should have realised sooner, I know. It must be cruel of me, this 

shameless word-reader, to have left your letters lonely for so long. I resolved myself to burning 

them in secret, freeing my heart of the burden that is you, my dear tommy. But first, I needed 

to read. 
 

Sneaking out of the workplace was a cause of some terror for me. I am the girl who is 

punctual, polite, the early-arrival-who-opens-the-windows. I am not the girl who sneaks out 

the back door, past the ladies smoking ration cigarettes and to the relative safety of a book 

store. 
 

I think you must have died. How could you do that to me, without sending so much as a name 

to call you by? No face to match the words, no frame to fill the hole your letters have left me. 

My tall soldier, small soldier, blonde soldier, brunette soldier. My lost solider, my found soldier, 

my brave soldier, my letter-composing coward. I know everything about you, yet I know 

nothing. How can you mourn someone you cannot prove existed or died? Yet I do, I do. 
 

I am the daughter who aches, who pried, who longs. I am the sister who animates you, runs 

with you, fights with you and buries you. I am the one who laughs, and cries, and curls up into 

a ball at the thought of you. I am the one who misses you. 

Come to home depot, my silent soldier. I’ll be waiting. 

 

--- 
I'm assuming I have family that died in the war, but I don't know any of them by name. My 
granddad lived through the second world war, but he was kept at home to farm. So when I started 
writing the letter I didn't have any personal link to build on. Instead I wondered 'what would 
happen to a letter sent to a false address'. My ideas stemmed from there, until I found my soldier 
and his woman from the home depot. 
 

Letter by Freya Finch-Atter a 

student aged 17 in Holsworthy 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18th November 1916. 

 

Still waiting for your train, my friend? I'll wait with you. You look like you could use the 

company. You look... tired. Please don't think me rude for saying it. I'm tired too. I've 

seldom been so tired. We've been working hard, you and I. Side-by-side, brothers-in-

arms. You seem unsure, friend. You can't quite place me. Don't worry, it'll come to you. 

You've known me in passing, shall we say? Now let's rest a while. Let's hold our tongues. I 

can hear birds, can you? Little birds in the sky. They said the birds stopped singing, silly 

fools. The birds never stopped; you just stopped listening. Let's be quiet a while. Perhaps 

a smoke. A nice scarf you've got there, friend. From your mother, from your sweetheart? 

I'd offer you a cigarette but I don't believe we've time. Here it comes. The Last Train. You 

wait and wait, and still it's sooner than you hoped. I'll leave you go, friend. No, no. I'm not 

catching this myself. I'll close the doors, and blow the whistle. All aboard. All aboard.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Nathan Filer a novelist 

best known for The Shock of the 
Fall which won the Costa Book 

of the Year award in 2013 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Mortimer, 

 

I know I haven't written much, but it's not a bed of roses here either. We are finding life 

very difficult with you AND Bill being over there to say the least. You didn't have to go, 

neither of you. Now there's more havoc. You are going to have to be the one to decide 

how to handle this. Bill's Florrie, can you believe, has been having it off with that lantern 

jawed old git from the greengrocers. He has to be sixty if he's a day. 

The whole street is agog with it. You can imagine. 

She's denied it all of course, but last Monday old Mrs. Clarke came upon the pair of 

them suddenly. I won't say more than that. 

We can't send you anything at the moment, as we have eff all ourselves at present. 

Still, you might be home soon, please God, because I tell you son, I can't take much more 

of all this. 

 

Mum x 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Roberta Taylor an 

actress and author based in 

London, best known for her roles 

in Eastenders and The Bill 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Ted 

 

I hope this finds you well. 

 

Your Ma has asked me to write this letter as she says her spelling isn't up to much. She's 

furious with you for lying about your age and joining up. She says for two pins she'd report 

you and get you sent home, only she's glad of the 6d a week you send her. 

 

I turned 15 last week, so I've ditched the butcher's delivery job and I'm starting at the 

munitions factory on Monday. It's long hours, but twice as much money, and lots of other 

girls to lark about with. They say your skin turns yellow but I don’t care about that. 

 

Garrett Lane is very quiet with you and the other lads gone - all the girls miss you, 

including me. Your Mum says that if you come back safe and sound you should settle 

down with a girl like me - what do you think of that? 

 

I hope you are keeping well as we are here at home. Your Ma says she will send you a 

parcel for Christmas. 

 

Yours truly 

 

Olive 

 

 

--- 

My maternal grandparents served through two World Wars and inspired my life-long 
interest in WWI.  Ted and Olive grew up together in poverty in neighbouring south London 
streets, and left school at 14.  Ted joined up under age 'for the money and out of bravado', 
while Olive worked in a munitions factory.  They married in 1921.  Ill-educated, they were 
employed in menial jobs all their lives, and died relatively early, after years of ill-health.  But 
they were two of the best: honest, kind and proud; never asking, or receiving anything 
from anyone.   And they were my beloved Granny and Grandad. 
 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Diana Goldsworthy a 

granddaughter aged 68 in London 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear brother, 

 

I`d always imagined war as being a glorious thing, but now I see that behind the marching 

bands and parades are people dying, real live people. Your friends, your family all dead. 

War is nothing like you have ever imagined, and all you can do is stand there, seemingly 

oblivious to all the pain and suffering. There is no way out, all you can do is walk to your 

death. There is no glory, there is only death. 

 

You are killing the men that are just like you, lost and fearful. I lie here in a crater of a shell, 

my hands shake and as I see my friends eyes leave me as they pass in to the void forever. 

I shuffle over to the man next to me, he splutters and gasps. Blood is seeping through his 

chest like blooming poppies. He is German and I do not know him, he looks at me and in 

that stare we both know one thing, he is going to die. With his last ounce of strength, he 

said something “nice shot tommy”. 

 

His head lolls to one side and a surge of realisation crashes down upon me like tidal wave. 

I had shot him, I had shot someone. Despite myself, I cry. It feels like I have shot my 

brother, maybe I am losing myself in war. Am I becoming a different person. 

 

Tomorrow I am being sent to the front line again. I am probably going to die so, goodbye. I 

know we have had our differences but please understand that I have always liked you, and 

I wish we could get back our lost time. 

 

Your brother, 

Charlie 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Finn Hishon a student 

aged 12 in Lymington 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daddy 

 

I miss you so much. I wish I could click my fingers and have the war over with; and for all 

the brave soldiers to return home to their families and friends. I wish that everyone who 

had died in the war could be magically brought back to life- like aunt Sally's husband 

down the road from us. I wish that you could be able to watch me in my school play or that 

you could stop mummy crying. 

 

I cry too, but I don't cry because I miss you like mummy does. I cried when I didn't get 

picked for the main role in our school play and I cried when Charlie pushed me over and i 

grazed me knee however I don't cry because i miss you. I don't cry because I know in my 

heart that I will see you again; so why waste the tears when people like aunt sally need 

them more. 

 

I want you back with me and mummy but I know you have to do your job and i am so so 

so proud of you and when you can finally come home I'm going to give you the biggest 

hug ever! I remember when you told me that you were going to war, I was so shocked and 

sad. I remember you picking my head up and saying "always keep your head up no matter 

what baby" and gave me a kiss. In that moment you made me felt safer and happier; all of 

my anger turned to pride. 

 

Thank you daddy, love nathalie. 

 

p.s always keep your head up 

 

 

 

--- 

I would like to dedicate this to my dad who was stationed in Afghanistan. He died 7 
months ago and I miss him more and more every day. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Nathalie Stocks, a 

student aged 14 in Bromley 
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We asked a group of actors to read one line each of Timberlake Wertenbaker’s letter. You can 
watch this film here 

 

 

 

What made you go? 

Did you go with friends or on your own? 

What is the last thing you saw when you left home? 

When you arrived in France, what did you notice first? 

… 

What do you fear most? 

What sounds hurt you? 

What food do you long for? 

Have you had any moments of happiness since you left? 

What were they? 

What was the first death you saw? 

What is the hour you most hate? 

What part of the day is best? 

…… 

Do you think often of home? 

What do you miss? 

What will be the first thing you’ll want to do when you come home? 

What do you like best about England? 

….. 

Would you do it again? 

What would you say to those who come after you? 

…… 

How would you like to be remembered? 

What didn’t we understand? 

What questions should we ask? 

…… 

What is your name? 

What is your name? 

What is your name? 

 

 

 

 

Letter by Timberlake 

Wertenbaker, a playwright in 

London aged best known for Our 
Country’s Good 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dty9MSmscIo
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– example letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My dear unknown soldier, 

 

I see you when I come to work, when I go home to my family, when I am busy, when I am 

sad, when I am cross – but most of all when I think about my family. I have a family 

because of you and the many like you. People who went to fight, who left families and 

homes and I wish I could say to each and every one of you thank you. 

 

Thank you for facing things I could not, doing things I can not even imagine. Thank you for 

you being you, and I hope that you could go home to family and that you and some of your 

friends lived to have a life. Yes, I know it was a life altered by the tragedy, futility and 

stupidity of war, but I hope you found your own peace. 

 

But can you tell me one thing, please: did you ever ask why? 

 

 

 

--- 

I would like to dedicate this letter to my grandfather, who returned from the war with 
gassed lungs and suffered his whole life, my grandfather who had a leg shattered by gun 
carriages and was expected to keep fighting, to my father who was separated for seven 
years fighting around the world and my brother who has seen horrors that he will not talk 
about, and the women who supported cared and worried about them and made lives for 
themselves and taught the children what it meant to be a soldier   
 

 

Letter by Jaqueline Westrop, aged 

57, self employed and a 

granddaughter in Downham 

Market  
 


