
 The Marne 

They fall one by one, like beautiful flowers in intricate poses, slowly marching forward 

and wilting away. The rattling of a machine gun sounds next to me, deafening their shouts. I  

watch as the brave blue and red-clad Frenchmen advance towards our positions. “Why do they 

not run?” I think to myself, “Why do they walk?” I hesitate to raise my rifle; the machine gun is 

already doing its work. There is no need for me to add to its wrath. Next to me was a boy named 

Anselm. He says he is twenty years old; however, we all know this to be false. If I had to guess, 

he was not yet sixteen. His arms shook as he raised his weapon, and his eyes watered. I placed 

my hand on his gun and lowered it gently. “There is no need.” Anselm wavered and then 

dropped his rifle. As they came in their waves, he watched young men cut short from their lives 

in seconds. “More water!” I called as the machine gunner Freidrick mouthed to me and pointed 

to the draining water tank cooling the gun. 

 With that, the machine gun sputtered to a stop while more water was brought. “Covering 

fire!” I nodded to Anselm, and he shouldered his rifle while I aimed mine. The French had 

noticed the silence of the machine gun and charged. The image is still beautiful, scarlet and 

blue danced toward us in the bright sunlight across the meadow. I aimed at one of the flowers 

and fired. The flower fell like a puppet with its strings cut. I racked another bullet and aimed 

once more, looking for another man whose life I would be forced to take. By now, the first line of 

the French had reached close enough to begin firing. I grabbed Anselm and shoved him to the 

ground as bullets whizzed by like angry bees. I looked to my left to see if the machine gun had 

started up again.  I called Friedrick, “How’s it looking?” “Almost do-”  his answer was cut short 

by a bullet through his chest. He fell back painfully, blood already starting to flow. “Corpsman!” I 

called.  

 I rushed to his side and grabbed a cloth, applying pressure to the wound until the medic 

could arrive. “Johan…” Friedrick wheezed as his breaths became strained. “Get the picture of 
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my wife and baby; I would like to see them again one last time.” “You're not going to die, man,” I 

said as I fumbled in his jacket. I handed him the photo of his beautiful Raven-haired wife and 

baby boy, who already bore a striking resemblance to him. He smiled weakly and forced a laugh 

as tears rode down his dirt-stained cheeks, making rivulets on his face. “Tell me about our home 

again.” I smile at him and take his head in my hands as the medic tries to save him. “Remember 

how in the spring the yellow fields of flowers grow and contrast brightly against the clear blue 

sky?” “ How Frau Marta used to let us play in her field and climb her tree, stuffing us with 

sweets?” “Ah yes,” he answered almost in a whisper, “I loved the little chocolates with the 

marzipan in them.” I continued, “ How we would chase the train to see if we could outrun it?” “Or 

when you stole the Schnapps from your old man, we hid in the barn giggling like little girls.” We 

both laughed. The medic tugged my sleeve and shook his head. I nodded solemnly and kept 

going while he administered something to ease the pain. “Remember the summer festival where 

you met your wife and I mine?” He stared past me, still smiling as his breathing eased and 

ceased. I closed my eyes, pressing out my tears, and then turned to shut his. 

 I stood and grabbed my rifle. I leveled it as if a blanket had fallen over my mind. I started 

to fire, not at anything in particular but just firing. Soon, I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was 

Anselm trying to reel me back in. At that point, I realized I had already spent my ammunition and 

hadn’t bothered to reload. An officer approached me, and as I saluted him, he began speaking. 

“The French charge has been repelled; we have been ordered to counterattack the enemy 

positions. Wait until the barrage has ceased.” I nodded, shouldering my rifle and unholstering 

my pistol. I drew my men close and briefed them. “Okay, boys, we have repelled the French 

assault and have been ordered to counterattack quickly. We wait until the barrage has ceased, 

and I will sound the order,” I said, showing them the whistle I had around my neck.  The young 

faces around me all nodded grimly as they checked their gear and bandaged any minor 

wounds.  
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The screams of the French wounded were now audible since the fighting had calmed. I 

looked toward Anselm. His hands were shaking, and he looked down at them helplessly. I 

kneeled to his eye level and spoke calmly. “It’s natural to feel scared, hell, even hopeless.” “War 

is a nasty business that only the devil looks forward to, but our country has called us, and we 

must defend her.” I pulled out my canteen and held it towards him. He drank and seemed to 

calm down a little bit. “You stick with me, and everything will be alright.” Shortly after, the 

barrage started to shell the French positions. During this time, everything seemed to fly by very 

quickly, yet not at all, as I cleaned and re-cleaned my pistol repeatedly, feeling the smoothness 

of the grip and checking my watch. Within the watch’s clasp my wife’s face stared back at me, 

calm and graceful, with our beloved cat in her lap. Her gaze eased me, and I steeled my nerves. 

As suddenly as it had begun, the barrage stopped, and I listened. I heard the shrill 

whistle screech like a banshee piercing the silence. I leveled my whistle and blew, sounding off 

the charge. My men and I vaulted over our hastily dug trench onto the open field. I let out a cry 

and charged, waving at the men around me. As we ran, the French machine gun began to rattle 

to life. I watched as the young men I came to know like brothers started collapsing. Albrecht, 

Franz, Martin, and still, I carried on.  

I ordered my men to lie down while some of the other squads passed us. Twenty meters 

out lay the enemy position. I motioned for grenades, and Hans unclipped his. He stood slightly, 

armed the grenade, and tossed it into the trench. It exploded, and with a few screams, the 

French machine gun fell silent. He turned to me with a smile; I returned it. However, it was 

short-lived; a bullet struck him through the forehead, ending him immediately. A white rage now 

took hold of me as I ordered the advance. As I reached the edge of the French bulwarks, a 

brutal hand-to-hand battle ensued. I leveled my pistol at a French soldier who had a fellow 

German on the ground. I fired twice and killed him. I then turned my attention down the line and 

fired at a group of three French soldiers. One fell dead, the other wounded, while the third 

charged at me with his bayonet. I cast aside my pistol and fumbled with my shovel. 
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I had managed to unclip the shovel just in time to counter his blow. However, he had 

brought the butt of his rifle up and into my chin, sending me sprawling. I reached out instinctively 

as he tried to get the gun across my throat. We struggled fiercely in the dirt. At that time, I had 

managed to look into my enemy's eyes. There was fear, so much of it, just as much as me. It 

was then I realized we are just humans. I had never met this man and held no personal grudge 

against him. He was simply here because he was told to be, just like me, just like everyone else 

in this Godforsaken war. As I began to lose my grip on his rifle, a dagger pierced his side. He 

fell, arms at his ribs, and behind him, Anslem and his bayonet. By this point, the battle had 

ended, and the remaining French began surrendering. Anselm locked eyes with me, visibly 

distraught. The soldier he had stabbed started to moan in anguish. Anselm knelt next to him and 

gave the soldier his canteen to drink. The soldier smiled in pain. “Merci,” he said, although it 

was strained. Anslem began to talk to the soldier in French, which seemed to ease him as he 

faded away. After about five minutes, the soldier had died, and Anslem was still gripping his 

hand. 

He then reached into the man’s pocket and pulled out a locket. He turned to me. “This 

has his daughter and Granddaughter’s pictures in it.” “ He told me his granddaughter is turning 

two years old tomorrow.” He returned the locket to the coat, and with that, he started to cry. We 

embraced as he continued to weep. I talked to him quietly as he cried. “How old are you, son?” 

“Fourteen,” he responded. I was shocked and disgusted at the same time. “What man would 

look at this child and with no hesitation give him a rifle and tell him to kill?” “How did you learn 

French?” I asked him, trying to hide my shock. “My mother is French,” he said, muffled against 

my shoulder. “In school, w-we were t-told the French wanted to end Germany.” “They made me 

believe they were m-monsters; my teacher told us this.” “But that man wasn’t a monster, h-he 

had a daughter and a granddaughter whose birthday; he was so excited.” “Monsters don’t have 

feelings. This man did. H-he said he forgives me and wants me to know that it isn’t m-my fault 

this s-silly war started.” 
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I hugged him tighter, trying to hide my tears. “A bunch of old men are trying to play God, 

and they are using us. However, if you try to play God, you have to be prepared to meet the 

devil, and trust me, those men will. For now, we have to fight for ourselves and for those around 

us. Deny the Devil the pleasure of breaking us,” I said as tears began to stream down my face. 

“It’s good you can still cry because humanity is still within you, and he hasn’t won.” With that, I 

finally realized what was happening. “This war wasn’t to protect Germany or its allies from 

destruction. No, it was so the leaders of our nations could “prove” who was better.” I pulled him 

away and held his shoulders. “He has aged so much in the past hour.” I began to speak, “Come 

with me, we’ll find some food and maybe something to drink, eh.”  

 We walked along the trench and past the dead and dying, the flies already setting in as 

the gravediggers began their work. Birds sang in a sense of cruel irony. The sound would 

usually bring me joy. After I found what was left of my men, I watched the sunset with Anselm. 

“It is lovely here. Is that an odd thing to say?” he asked. I paused a moment before answering. I 

looked into the orange sun, smelling  the warm breeze, and listening to the grasshoppers 

chirping. “No… no it isn’t.”  
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