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“Staying alive is priority,” the Sergeant told our squad. His voice growled like a meat grinder. 
“That’s the enemy’s priority too! He’s gonna do that by killing you so you damned well better 
kill him first! Before you mount the ladders you will fix bayonets and when the whistle blows 
you climb over the top and run like hell! Are there any questions?” 
 
I was about to raise my hand when a trench mortar burped some five hundred yards away. The 
screaming meme found its target a second after someone yelled ‘incoming!’. Our Sergeant and 
most of my mates ceased to exist. That’s not something you can train to overcome. 
 
I have brief memories of what happened after that.  
 
There was the litter carrier who told me, ‘Staying alive is priority’, when I opened one eye for a 
brief second. 
 
There was the pretty young Nightingale who told me, ‘Staying alive is priority’ as she stripped 
the shredded and bloody uniform away from my body. 
 
There was the doctor who told me, ‘Staying alive is priority’ as he did what he could and then 
shook his head when the nurse asked him my chances. 
 
As he shook his head a noise grew in intensity, was directly over us, and then faded away to the 
west. I asked the nurse what it was and she told me it was a German aeroplane... that they flew 
over our lines occasionally and that one had even dropped a loaf of bread to the hospital a week 
before. 
 



My foggy mind never even considered the ‘why’ of such an event. All I could think to ask was, 
“Did it taste good?” 
 
All was blackness for a time after that. When I awoke the guns were more distant and the sun felt 
good on my face. The pain was great but the thought of dying was worse; so I fought it to the 
mantra of ‘Staying alive is priority’. 
 
Looking back at it now those things all blur into a period of inward thinking and blank periods. 
My wounds healed though I would bear the scars and limp a bit for the rest of my life. The 
mental wounds, however, are something no one can ever understand or explain away. They make 
you do strange things for even stranger reasons. 
 
When the Lieutenant came to visit us, asking for volunteers to fly for the French, I stood from 
my lawn chair and raised my hand. I was the only one to do so. 
 
“Good lad!” he said to me in the cheery voice of someone already slated for death. “You lived 
through it already so that means luck is on your side. I think you’ll make a fine pilot. Follow me 
then.”  
 
As we walked, he lowered his voice and asked me softly, “Tell me truthfully now, why did you 
volunteer?” 
 
“I wish to throw a loaf of bread at the Germans,” I replied honestly. 
 
“No, really... why did you volunteer?” 
 
“To serve God and country, sir,” I lied. 
 
“I thought as much,” he muttered. “It seems to be the curse of us all.” 
 
We walked in silence for a moment and then he confessed to me, “I just wanted to fly.” 
 
When we arrived at our transport, which was a farmer’s horse and hay cart, he told me, “I won’t 
tell anyone if you won’t.” 
 
“Staying alive is priority,” I replied, reciting my mantra. 
 
He nodded in understanding and we mounted up. 
 
Two weeks later the fellow was dead. 
 
A week after that I threw a loaf of bread down to a German field hospital.  
 


