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  To
 Maud Cauchois
 and
 Franck Besch


Norma

Langres, France

Constance to Norma
 
  May 2, 1918



Dear Norma,

You’re a terrible correspondent and there’s no excuse for it. Fleurette and I are left stateside while you march off to France. We had a few decent letters when you were in Paris and a passable selection when you arrived at your secret location, but lately you’re sending us nothing but an occasional “I am well” to let us know that you’re alive. Are words also being rationed overseas, even short ones?

I’m beginning to suspect that you wrote a year’s worth of brief, perfunctory letters already—did you do them on the ship?—and now you simply select one to fit the circumstances.

It’s true, isn’t it? That sounds just like something you’d do. To wit:

Yours of a month ago read in its entirety: “All is well here and the meals are decent. Work continues apace.”

Two weeks ago we were treated to: “Health is good. Food ordinary but adequate. Work proceeds as expected.”

Yesterday the postman oughtn’t to have bothered, so light were his duties. “Am well. Expect the same for you.”

Really, Norma! Not even a mention of the decent, ordinary, adequate meals this time?

It’s bad enough that our letters take weeks or even months to reach each other. Can’t you put something in them that’s worth the wait?

For the better part of 1917, when you were still here in New Jersey, we were treated to almost daily dispatches from Fort Monmouth. You seemed to have no difficulty in recounting names, personalities, conversations, arguments (mostly there were arguments, as I recall, but somehow the Army decided to keep you anyway), and, if anything, excessively detailed descriptions of the military’s pigeon messenger program, its small triumphs and all too frequent setbacks. Why, then, is it so difficult to put down a line or two now that you’re working on the very same program in France?

Meanwhile, here I am in a boarding-house with twenty other women. A letter from overseas is an occasion: we all gather around the parlor in the evenings to read them aloud. Just last week, Kit in 3F had a letter from her brother about a French mutt his unit picked up. He even drew a picture of the dog. I’ve heard tales of dances with officers (not that I expect you to dance with an officer), pitiable descriptions of wounded men coming out of surgery and asking how many limbs remained, and accounts of air raids that would set your hair aflame.

Pages, Norma! Pages and pages they write. The soldiers, the nurses, the ambulance drivers—every one of them has something to say about the war, except you.

I know that your work with the carrier pigeons is of great importance and must be cloaked in secrecy. But once—just once—give the censor something to do! Let him go to work on a four-pager. As it is, he hardly need hold your envelope up to the light to see that it contains nothing of interest to the Germans (or to your family, for that matter). He can probably tell by weighing it how little ink has been spilled.

We’ve never been apart in our lives, and there you are, half a world away. Couldn’t you paint a picture of the sort of place you’ve been sent, or give some general idea of the goings-on?

If nothing else, I hope you’ll take seriously my suggestion to keep a diary, and to make a record of anything that wouldn’t be allowed past the censors. I put three note-books in your trunk when you left, and I’ll send you more if you like. I’m convinced that if you don’t write something down for us to read when you return, you’ll come home and say that you single-handedly won the war and there’s nothing else to tell. Well, there is quite a bit to tell, so get to it.

Yours,


  Constance (and Fleurette, if she were here, but she hardly ever is)



Norma to Constance
 
  June 6, 1918



Dear Constance (and Fleurette, if she can be found),

I suppose you’re feeling puny down there in the parlor at night, when the others are reading their letters. I hate to think what sort of people you’re living among, but if a letter from France is all they have to prop themselves up, I suggest you let them cling to their small triumphs and get on with your own work, or have you run out of saboteurs to chase?

I’m in a village in France that I cannot name, doing work I’m not allowed to describe, with the aim of defeating the Germans, which you already knew. What more is there to say?

Food is nourishing, bed is clean and dry, the war goes on.

As ever,

Norma

P.S. Aggie has read your letter and my reply. She became quite stern and demanded that I write a minimum of three pages next week. She’s like a schoolmistress, only more fearsome.

P.P.S. Now I suppose you’ll be wanting to know who Aggie is.



Norma to Constance
 
  June 15, 1918



Dear Constance,

Your package of May 5 arrived in good condition. Aggie wants to write the thank-you letter herself and I will let her, but she says that I must do the introductions first, and make some sort of improvement on my previous correspondence.

Agnes Bell (Aggie, she insists on it) is a nurse stationed at the American hospital here. She comes from Columbus, Ohio, where, after her parents died, she was raised by a grandfather who is now quite elderly and has no interest in her (and didn’t take much interest when she was younger). Her older brothers, who are known to her only by rumor, were placed in care elsewhere, most likely reformatories, and cannot be found. She hasn’t any family to write to herself, which is why she takes such interest in your letters.

Aggie and I are billeted at a hotel that has been entirely requisitioned for women. It offers thirty rooms, which means sixty women, and if you think that sounds cozy and cheerful, you would be mistaken. What little the hotel had in the way of plumbing and lighting is excessively burdened by the demands of sixty American women, plus a few Canadians. (The British have made their own arrangements at the other end of town.) There’s nothing in the way of a hot bath, only a bucket of water and a bar of soap in a frigid water closet. Even that is only to be enjoyed once a week according to a schedule posted on the door.

We have no parlor in which to gather as you do (not that I would gather in a parlor, with a war on), as even the lobby has been sectioned off and turned into lodging.

Aggie and I share a room, if you can call it that. It’s really the corner of an attic with a few boards knocked together to serve as walls, so cold in winter that we often thought we’d be better off outside under a nice soft blanket of snow. With summer coming on, it’s already stifling up here.

You might wonder why we’re living at a hotel, and you would not be the only one. The Army made no provisions whatsoever for the women who have been called into service. I suppose it never occurred to them that hospitals would have need of nurses. Even in the Signal Corps, with women running the switchboards, no one thought to build a female barracks or provide anything in the way of uniforms or supplies. It’s fallen to the YWCA to simply turn up wherever we happen to be sent, and to do for us in any way they can. Otherwise it seems to have been the Army’s idea that we’d simply live on air.

This is why women tend to be billeted at hotels or tucked into a widow’s spare room while the men are far more usefully housed in barracks alongside their place of work. In another village “somewhere in France,” the girls on the switchboard are walking a mile and a half to work. Here in my particular “somewhere,” the men are quartered at the fort while I live three miles away, in town, which makes for a walk of an hour if one strolls along as if to a picnic, or forty minutes at a good march. I arrive in thirty-five.

About my own duties I can say almost nothing. Aggie wants me to tell you about the village instead. I hardly think a Baedeker’s guide makes for suitable war-time correspondence, but she’s quite vocal on this point, and we do live in close quarters.

In spite of my best efforts to be sent to the front, I’m stationed in a village well away from the fighting. It isn’t because I’m a woman, or it isn’t only that: the canteen girls, after all, come through town with stories of hiding in a cave all night with the German shells whistling and bursting overhead. Somehow it’s all right for them but I’m ordered to stay behind. The trouble is that it’s impossible for me, being so far removed from the action, to have any idea if our program is seeing any success at all. But this is where they’ve put us and this is where we shall stay.

By “we” I mean about ten thousand Americans. Almost every training school of any consequence is here, including mine. We’ve doubled if not tripled the population of the place, and that doesn’t count the refugees, the British and Canadian units, or the endless train-loads of injured men arriving at one of the hospitals here.

As you can imagine, we have quite overwhelmed this tiny village. I’m sure you can picture the sort of place it is: one of those old hilltop settlements with a stone wall around it, first established by the Gauls but then—inevitably—seized by the Romans, who made those improvements for which they are rightfully famous: bridges and buttresses, a system of water-ways, and carved channels for sewage. Such marvels of the ancient world are still enjoyed by the villagers today—or they were, until our boys came in and put a stop to it.

This was, in other words, quite a primitive place before the war. Now, courtesy of the United States Army, the sewers have been put underground where they belong, the entire village electrified, and the roads macadamized, so that our automobiles (whose tires are far more delicate than horses’ hooves, yet for reasons never adequately explained we send the autos into war) may pass over them.

Village life remains as unchanged as can be under the circumstances. A man comes once a week and drops a load of coal into the town square, which the villagers scurry out to collect according to some system never explained to me. Amid the rationing there is still a market day on Thursday, where one can find turnips in abundance, mounds of a soft round cheese covered in mold, and rabbits for stewing, that being the only meat not in short supply. Church services run more often than the trains in Pennsylvania Station, owing to the number of saints and so forth whose days must be observed. For this they gather in a drafty and dark cathedral that has served them in this manner for some eight hundred years.

Otherwise, the villagers live very much indoors, behind walls of ochre-colored stone and heavy wooden doors with enormous iron hinges forged during the Crusades. Their windows are similarly shuttered, as they abhor the outdoor air and fear it is poisonous. The mustard gas coming off the soldiers’ uniforms does nothing to dissuade them of this notion. For roofing material they prefer chestnut shingles, weathered white, or red clay tiles in the tradition of the Spanish, held together with moss, lichen, and coal-dust.

There, now you have it. The candle is nearly gone, so I must close. If you’re going to continue to insist on letters of this length, send some of those good tallow candles—but wait until summer is over or I’ll get nothing but a puddle at the bottom of the box.

As ever,

Norma


P.S. I’ve had a letter from one of the girls at the Sicomac Dairy, written as a school assignment, I gather. (Is every child in America being told to write a letter to someone in France?) It sounds as though the dairy is being run entirely by the girls now, and that they have it well in hand and are making good use of our barn and fields while we’re away. Have you been out to have a look at the house itself? It isn’t good to let it remain boarded and locked. You ought to go out once a month to give it an airing and make sure the roof and gutters are in good repair.

P.P.S. Of course I don’t keep a diary, it’s strictly forbidden as it could fall into Boche hands. I do, however, maintain a log-book, which consists only of records of our activities and minutes of meetings. I write the minutes myself to avoid the sorts of mishaps and misunderstandings that occur with alarming frequency around here. The notes will be helpful as I’ve just had a letter from General Murray, who is stuck stateside and wants to know how our program is being run without him. I intend to give him an earful.



(enclosed) Aggie to Constance
 Dear Constance,

Norma shared your package with me and I absolutely begged to write a note to thank you. We appreciate the hand cream more than you can possibly know. My fingers get horribly chapped and raw by the end of the day. We will use tallow, petroleum jelly, anything! That it smells of roses is reason enough to keep it under lock and key—no one here has anything so fine. And please don’t apologize for the stockings—the sturdier and woollier, the better. Silk wouldn’t last an hour.

I want you to know how much your gifts mean to us, so if you’ll pardon the gruesome details, I’ll tell you that your package arrived at the end of an absolutely murderous day at the hospital. A fresh wave of wounded came in just yesterday, many of them gassed so badly that they’d been coughing uncontrollably for days. Some of them can’t eat on account of their throats being absolutely ruined, and they arrive shockingly malnourished as a result.

The worst, though, are the men with truly devastating wounds that have received no attention beyond a hasty field dressing. Those bandages are, of course, muddy and soaked through in blood by the time they get here. Changing them is an ordeal that nothing in nursing school could’ve prepared me for. Three times yesterday I had to sit on a man’s chest to stop him from bucking and fighting while the doctors peeled away the old bandages. To have to wrestle with a grown man like that, while he’s in such screaming agony—well, a year ago, I never could’ve imagined I’d have the nerve.

But we must summon up the nerve! And then, when we go home at night (if we are able to go home at night, often we stay on duty for a day or two at a time), we are an absolute puddle, every one of us. That’s why it means so much to see a friendly face waiting for us—your sister’s face, in my case—and to have a package from home. That you are able to find any small luxury at all to send—well, I just can’t tell you how it lifts me up. Norma left your dear parcel on my pillow last night, and when I finally crawled into bed after midnight, I admit that the tenderness of her gesture—and yours—made me cry a little. It’s all right, though—a good cry settles me down, and after that I went right to sleep, and clutched your gifts all night long.

Most of all, though, I wanted to thank you for loaning me your sister. It is a hardship and a sacrifice to send our loved ones overseas. The war is unbearable, but Norma helps me to bear it.

She told me that your sister-in-law, Bessie, knows how to make everything better with a cake. Now, when I have a difficult day at the hospital, Norma does the same for me. (Well, she doesn’t bake a cake, but she can procure one from the baker down the street. Not an entire cake—those go to the generals!—but a slice.)

What a blessing she is! A bit of cake works wonders, but so does she.

I suppose you know that Norma is having her own difficulties with her work. I asked her if I couldn’t just say a little about what has been happening at the fort, and what a trying time she’s having with that awful Captain Buscall, but she won’t allow it.

I told her that we ought to write it down and let the censor cross it out if he must. She insists, however, that it isn’t just the censor—it’s Army regulations. Her work is of a secretive nature, and she fears the worst if the Huns find out what she’s up to. Still, I know she wishes she had her sisters here to lend a sympathetic ear. I’m a poor substitute, but I do my best. Fortunately, she’s now corresponding with her former commander, General Murray, who sounds like a much more sensible man than the fellow in charge here. Perhaps he’ll know what to do.

I have my own work tonight, as we have an Army auditor visiting the hospital in a few weeks and I’m poring over my record-books to make sure they’re in order. Please give my best to Fleurette, Francis, Bessie, and the children. I feel as though I know each and every one of you through your letters.

I am trying to learn my French phrases, so I will close with


  Tendrement—


Aggie

Norma to General Murray
 
  June 18, 1918



Dear General Murray,

Yours of June 5 received last night. It was the first letter I’ve had by military courier. I’ve seen the man go by, but he’s never stopped at the women’s billet before. Do you know that he carries his letters in a sinkable pouch? We will leave no military correspondence for the Germans—if the ship is attacked, our letters go to the bottom of the ocean.

I was glad to hear that you’ve kept up your training duties at Fort Monmouth, but disappointed to learn that the hearing loss is worse. I still maintain that it was no reason to sideline you from the war. Half the men returning from the front complain of such ringing in their ears that we wonder if they’ll ever hear properly again. They manage, and so could you. But as you say, the Army ordains and we obey.

As to your request that I report back on the troubles we’re having with the pigeon program, I wouldn’t mind at all. I appreciate that it’s beyond your powers to intervene, and I wouldn’t ask it of you. But you’re right that the pigeon unit will continue beyond this war and (I shudder to think it) into the next. With that in mind, there is value in learning from our mistakes—and the mistakes are many, as you will see. A first-hand account, put down in the moment and not influenced by afterthoughts and second-guessing, could in fact be of use someday.

To begin, I’ll tell you this: When I arrived, I was horrified to see that our unit had set things up entirely backwards and had no idea how to proceed. The trainees were on the verge of adopting the British method, which would’ve been a disaster, or, worse, the French method, which would’ve sunk the entire enterprise. You can be sure that I told them so on my first day on duty. Would you believe that not a single one of them seemed to hear a word I said, after I’d come all this way to say it?

Worse still, they took such great satisfaction in reciting back to me the orders they’d been given, in spite of the fact that those orders have led to any number of horrors: rotten and contaminated feed, a fungal outbreak, cankers, lice, and (predictably, as a result of all this) feather-picking. We wouldn’t send a man to the front in that condition, and we can’t send a pigeon, either.

If the men had been told nothing at all, I wouldn’t blame them for the situation. As it is, they were given the wrong orders, carried them out with blind loyalty, and ignored the appalling results in front of them. For that I do place blame. I’d send them all home and run the place myself if it were within my power to do so.

But I’m not in command, Captain Buscall is. It would be a gross violation of protocol for me to give my unvarnished opinion of him, but it is strictly accurate to say that the man had never so much as fed a bread crumb to a pigeon before he took charge of our unit.

I hope that gives a general picture. More detailed reports will be forthcoming.

Yours in service,

Norma C. Kopp

Aggie to Constance
 
  June 25, 1918



Dear Constance,

I hope you don’t mind if I continue to write to you. I know how eager you are to hear something of Norma’s work, and even she concedes that this is a story that shouldn’t bother the censor. It has very little to do with war-work, but might tell you something of how the villagers adapt to suddenly having to live among thousands of foreign soldiers. I did try to persuade Norma to write it out herself, but her version of events made no sense whatsoever and I took over the pen.

Your sister works in tight quarters, at an ancient stone fort that the French have not entirely relinquished to the Americans. I’ve not seen it myself, but it sounds like a frightful old medieval shambles of a place, with wooden beams either half-rotted or half-burned, or both, carved with the names of soldiers who have occupied it over the centuries. In some of the old stone rooms—dungeons, really, are what they sound like—men stationed there eons ago made little marks to count the days as they passed. It’s even surrounded by a moat and drawbridge. Honestly, it sounds horrible, but for some reason the French are quite proud of it and insisted on occupying it themselves as soon as the Americans expressed an interest.

Did the Americans leave politely, and find themselves another old ruin to inhabit? No, they did not. The Army simply took over the grounds surrounding the fort, built wooden barracks for the troops, and started constructing dovecotes and pigeon transport carts and all the other equipment required for the training program that Norma was sent here to put into place. This upset the French a great deal, as the fort’s old stone buildings had been cleverly hidden from view through years of building up mounds around them and letting vines cover the roofs. Now the new barracks stand in plain sight, but honestly, it doesn’t matter. Anyone flying over this town would see barracks everywhere. We’ve built an entire avenue of them just outside the old Roman gate. You should see it—it’s practically a second village.

Back to the fort: At any given time, there are a hundred or so soldiers assigned to the pigeon unit. Most consider it light duty and complain that their time is wasted on bird-keeping. Nonetheless, everyone is expected to finish a ten-day rotation, and some are assigned to stay longer to do general maintenance and chores. That means that two or three times a month, Norma is presented with a new class of bored and listless Signal Corps trainees who want nothing more than to return to town, where they might enjoy a late-night beer, paved streets to walk, and nurses with whom to keep company.

A requirement of the course is to load a cart with pigeons and to hitch it up to a weary-looking old horse conscripted from a nearby farm. Half the men are told to take the cart ten miles out into the countryside to release the pigeons, with messages tied to their legs, while the other half remain at the fort to receive the messages.

As Norma believes that those receiving the birds need more instruction than those releasing them, she generally stays behind. However, she recently learned that her students were not riding ten miles away as instructed. They were instead traveling only a mile, to a village even smaller than the one we occupy. It’s not even a village, really—just a cluster of buildings where two roads converge, with a half-dozen farmhouses beyond.

Here’s what was happening, in this most uncosmopolitan setting: The enterprising daughter of a pig farmer started running an impromptu café out of her father’s barn, offering cigarettes and home-made wine to any American who happened by. She could see Norma’s students coming, in their high-sided pigeon cart, from a good distance away, along the little lane that descends into the village. By the time they arrived, she’d have put out chairs and tables, a little glass cup of cigarettes, and a bottle of her father’s wine. Her father, away in the fields all day, never saw the café society his daughter had formed, but the neighbors knew.

Word reached the girl’s father soon enough. Yesterday he presented himself at the gates of the fort, with a hefty package of bacon wrapped in brown paper as a peace offering, and a polite but terse request that the soldiers find another porcher’s daughter to visit.

Apparently the commanders of Norma’s unit were not particularly bothered by it and in fact proposed a walk down to this particular village themselves, to investigate the situation and perhaps gain a fuller understanding of the farmer’s daughter who can turn a pig barn into a café.

Norma, however, was furious. It can’t be easy for her, as the only woman. As you can imagine, the men don’t see why they should take orders from her. I do know what that’s like. At the hospital, we have male orderlies who won’t listen to a nurse, even though she has medical training and he does not! It’s endlessly frustrating and causes needless delays and unnecessary errors. In Norma’s case, she feels like they’re making a mockery of a program that she has, in one way or another, worked a lifetime to perfect.

Now, as a consequence of this latest mishap, she accompanies all of her students on their pigeon runs, whether they like it or not (and they don’t). She punished the offenders by requiring them to clean the dovecotes, and to undertake the endless repairs to the lofts that are necessary to keep out the very determined French rats, who adore the pigeons’ grain and have nothing better to do than to spend their nights gnawing through the wooden walls to get to it. The repairs are only temporary buttresses against the rats, but with metal in short supply, there is nothing to do but to constantly replace the chewed-up boards. It gives her great pleasure to inflict this chore on her errant students.

I must confess some sympathy for the soldiers. If a pig barn is to be their only entertainment, I say to let them have it. More than that, though, I admire the pluck of the farmer’s daughter, who contrived to bring a spark of life to what must otherwise be, for her, a lonely existence.

Every one of these young men has lost friends and brothers already, and none of them can say with certainty that they’ll ever see home again. Perhaps they deserve their merriment—but not on Norma’s watch!


  Tendrement—


Aggie


P.S. As you can see, we have blue envelopes now for letters home, with the idea that they are not inspected as closely. I hope this one goes through.



Norma to General Murray
 
  June 28, 1918



Dear General Murray,

I’m writing with news of a rather alarming meeting I just had with Captain Buscall. You may form your own assessment of him from my notes of our discussion, held in advance of the arrival of Colonel Hartman, who will be here next month to inspect and review our operation.

About these notes: When I first arrived at Fort de la Bonnelle, Captain Buscall mistook me for his secretary and asked me to take minutes of his meetings. You can be sure I corrected him without delay. I do nonetheless keep my own records of my meetings with him. This he objects to, for reasons I cannot fathom, as he was the one who wanted me taking notes in the first place.

Nonetheless, I will copy below my transcript of this week’s meeting. Disregard the business about the pig farmer’s daughter. It was an error in trainee oversight on my part that won’t be repeated.

 

buscall: Miss Kopp! I see you’ve been out with the boys to call on the pig farmer’s daughter. Did you send her my regards?

kopp: We send our trainees on a northern route now, toward Chaumont.

buscall: That girl’s going to get lonely.

kopp: You asked to see me, sir?

buscall: Yes. The pigeons aren’t working out at the front.

kopp: Beg pardon?

buscall: I can’t even begin to name all the problems we’ve had with them out there. I think we ought to—

kopp: If you wouldn’t mind naming them anyway, the rest of us might not know what they are.

buscall (after much unnecessary sighing and shuffling of papers): Very well, here it is. Only half the pigeons released at the front returned to their loft. The rest, for all we know, were intercepted by the Germans and their messages read.

kopp: The messages are in code, so the Germans don’t matter. Were they fed according to the schedule?

buscall: The Germans or the pigeons?

kopp: (Question appeared to be frivolous in nature, not answered.)

buscall: It really isn’t necessary to write down every word. This is what even the Army would consider an informal discussion.

kopp: The pigeons must be kept hungry if they are to return to their loft under difficult conditions. That is why, as you recall, we went to the trouble to test seven different feeding schedules and choose the one with the best results.

buscall (looking at ceiling, appearing not to recall the feeding schedules, in spite of numerous briefings, recorded on previous pages of this very log-book): It’s possible that you worked on that project on your own, Miss Kopp.

kopp: And then I typed out the correct schedule and had it printed for distribution. Are the men at the front capable of reading instructions, or shall we resort to drawing pictures?

buscall: That wasn’t the only problem.

kopp: It’s also possible that they released the males and females together.

buscall: What?

kopp: Didn’t you think to ask?

(Buscall shifts around in his chair but makes no reply.)

kopp: A male and female, released together, will not return to the loft but will go off to mate. They must be starved for both food and companionship if they are to return faithfully home.

buscall: I’ve been starved for food and companionship since I left Fort Monmouth, but nobody’s letting me return home.

kopp: (This, too, seemed a frivolous remark and not in need of a reply.)

buscall: You definitely don’t have to write down every word.

kopp: Then we’ll assume they ignored my instructions on that point as well. I believe this explains the problem of birds failing to return. What are the other complaints?

buscall: Do there have to be any others?

kopp: You said the problems were numerous, but you’ve only enumerated one, that of the pigeons failing to return. If you’ve been given a list, I’d like to hear it.

buscall(more sighing and sifting of papers): Let’s see. Pigeons dropped from aeroplanes were stripped of feathers.

kopp: As we have no aviation school nearby, we were unable to make adequate tests under my supervision. I’m sure you’ll recall that we wrote away to Issoudun, and the pilots there ran tests for us. The results were unambiguous.

(Kopp waits for Buscall to recall the results. He does not.)

kopp: Seventy miles per hour. The planes must be slowed to seventy miles per hour for a successful pigeon drop. Did they slow the planes?

(Kopp awaits response but receives none.)

kopp: I suppose no one knows or has bothered to inquire about the speed of the planes. Are there any other complaints, or do the too-numerous problems stop at two?

buscall: It says here that the rats ate the pigeons’ rations.

kopp: In the trenches?

buscall: Beg pardon?

kopp: The rats eating the rations. Is it happening in the trenches, or back at the loft?

buscall: In the trenches, miss. You just can’t imagine what it’s like out there.

kopp: I shouldn’t have to imagine, if you’d send me to the front so I could see for myself.

buscall (shrugs): Orders, miss.

kopp: Is that all?

buscall: Colonel Hartman’s had enough. He wants the program shut down. You can go over to Chaumont and work a switchboard if you like, but we’re getting out of the bird business.

kopp: I’ve already solved every problem you named, which is why I was sent here. The men simply aren’t following instructions. I’ll explain it to Colonel Hartman when he’s here next month.

buscall: Colonels don’t generally want things explained to them.

kopp: He can tell me that himself.

(end of meeting)



 

General Murray, you can see for yourself what I’m up against. If I had any sort of authority at all, I’d have all of this turned around and running the way you and I intended.

As it is, Colonel Hartman is due here in a month. I only hope he’s a man who can listen to reason. That would make him a rarity around this place.

Yours in service,

Norma C. Kopp

Norma to General Murray
 
  July 2, 1918



Dear General Murray,

I have further evidence regarding the improper and inadequate deployment of pigeons to the front. My source is a reliable one: a soldier just in from the trenches.

This morning I stopped at the hospital where my bunk-mate, Aggie, works, to deliver one of her record-books. (She has charge of supplies and medicines at the hospital.) She’d left the book in our room after sitting up half the night to go over her sums and make sure nothing was amiss before the auditor began his review of her work. I knew she’d be frantic when she realized it was missing, but wouldn’t be allowed to run home and retrieve it.

The hospital, by the way, is nothing like what you might picture from your vantage point in New Jersey. By the time the Americans arrived here last fall, the only buildings left for us to commandeer for a hospital were the école maternelle and, next door, the école de filles. (The children have been sent home and nobody’s having babies right now anyway, so it’s just as well.) But imagine using a children’s school for a hospital! It’s entirely inadequate. The British have taken all the good buildings. This is our punishment for delaying so long in going into the war. I certainly hope President Wilson has been made to see the error in his decision.

Nonetheless, what we have for a hospital is a pair of two-story stone buildings, put up only ten or fifteen years ago but in the traditional style, with the local stone, a slate mansard roof, and carved scrollwork around the entrance. On the second floor are tall windows, where I often see a flock of pigeons gathered on the ledges. Aggie tells me that when she opens the shutters on a warm day, the birds venture inside for a taste of an infirm soldier’s lunch. They (the pigeons) seem to be descended from old French military stock from the last century. They’re far too sociable and inquisitive to make good messengers, so I haven’t bothered to capture one.

The hospital is guarded by a pair of young men from Wisconsin who serve no purpose, as they allow anyone inside. When I arrived this morning, I was permitted to walk right in, as they tend to assume that any woman in uniform is a nurse. There are too many uniforms to keep track of here, between the Army nurses, the YMCA and YWCA canteen workers, the Red Cross, and the British, Canadian, and Australian counterparts of all of these. Anyone with an armband and insignia might plausibly work for one or another of them.

My next obstacle was Betty Sanger, one of our Signal Corps operators, who is also billeted at my hotel. She runs the hospital switchboard and has been put in the untenable position of serving as a kind of informal greeter, which is wholly unsuited to her talents and training, but the Army puts us where it wants us and we don’t say a word about it, do we?

I didn’t want to hand over the record-book and risk it going astray. Betty promised to track down Aggie for me, but just then, a train-load of wounded men were carried in, still encrusted in filth from the trenches and wearing the most ghastly bandages from the field hospital. I’d never seen such a mess. She quite naturally had to see to them. I was made to wait.

I tucked myself into a seat in the corner with a book—I always bring a book, if I might have to wait, and as you know, so much of war-work involves waiting—but soon found myself face-to-face with an American private, laid out on a stretcher parked directly in front of me. He introduced himself as Forrest Pike.

“Good day, sir,” I said to him.

“I’m no sir, I’m a private. Call me Forrest, nurse.”

“I’m no nurse,” I told him, but didn’t offer my name. It’s best not to strike up an acquaintanceship with a wounded soldier. They expect you to visit, and then you do, and one day you turn up and they’ve gone gangrenous and there’s nothing to say after that.

Forrest held up a bandaged hand. “Lost a finger,” he announced, grinning. “Care to guess which one?”

“Not particularly,” I told him, and leaned around his stretcher to see if Betty had found Aggie. She had not.

“Well, you don’t need to worry,” Forrest said. “It’s only a pinky. I can handle Emma Gee without it. They’ll fix me up and send me back to the front.”

“As they should,” I said. “We’re expected to give our all, not just our pinkies.”

He liked that. “That’s just what my sergeant said to me. They should make you a sergeant, miss.”

“I hold the rank of lieutenant, but not the title.” I never miss an opportunity to remind anyone associated with the military of this fact, even a private.

“Is that right? Do they have lady captains here, and lady majors?”

I looked around again for Betty, but she remained occupied with the wounded coming in. The injured are packed into rail-cars, practically stacked like cord-wood, and it’s no small feat to ferry them up the hill from the station and into the hospital. There’s a funicular, but it is both too compact and too leisurely for war-time duty.

With nothing else to do but wait, I told Private Pike about the pigeon program and our training school just outside of town.

He grew quite excited at that and said, “Is that right? Do you mean to say that you’re the one who sent those birds out to us?”

Betty returned at that moment and waved me over, but I didn’t move. This was just the information I’d been looking for. “How many have you had?”

Forrest lay back and held up his bandaged hand, as if to count, which I suppose he meant in jest but it’s impossible to know.

“A dozen or so. There was a white one in the last batch—he was especially friendly, like he’d been raised by hand—”

That was King, one of mine. “He had been,” I told him. “Did he have a little scar on top of his head?”

“Now, how did you know that?”

That poor bird had been pecked by the others and left for dead, but I don’t like to tell a wounded soldier a story like that. “Doesn’t matter. How did they do?”

“Do? Well, I wanted to keep that white feller for a pet, he was so friendly and knew so many tricks—”

“He would shake your hand,” I said.

“Yes! Did you teach him that?”

Now, General Murray, you have probably already guessed at what happened here. I raised this one myself, after the others pecked at him. The wound on his head was wide open, as big as the end of your thumb. It’s a wonder he survived. For two weeks he lived in my room at night, sleeping in a little box right next to me in bed, under the covers, because he needed the warmth if he was to survive. I carried him through the streets of the village and out to the fort with me every day, and back home again at night, until he was well.

By the time he recovered, he’d developed this little trick of shaking hands. He liked to reach out with one leg and wrap his splayed toes around a finger as if in greeting. I didn’t teach it to him—you know I don’t go in for tricks and entertainments—but it is the custom of the men in this village to shake hands when they met, even if only passing briefly in the street. A man can’t run an errand without giving a dozen handshakes along the way. I suppose King saw the men doing it and took to it.

I didn’t tell Forrest Pike any of that. I just let him talk.

He said, “Well, I liked him, but the fellas wouldn’t let me keep him. They found a lady in the village who said she’d need an even dozen to make a pie. The French do have a way with birds.”

He said it with such appreciation! Reverence, even!

Well, I told him in no uncertain terms that the bird in question could have saved his life, had he not baked it into a pie.

“How’s that, nurse? Lieutenant, I mean. You never did give me your name. Most of the girls give their name and an address where I can write.”

It hardly need be said that I’m not about to carry on a correspondence with a soldier, particularly one who ate a military asset for dinner.

“The next time you receive a shipment of pigeons at the front, read the instructions,” I told him.

“Instructions?” Forrest asked. “There wasn’t so much as a card enclosed. We didn’t know who to thank.”

Well, there you have it. My birds were sent to the front with no orders at all. Imagine the men in the trenches, receiving a basket of birds like a package from home! It’s no wonder they ate them.

Colonel Hartman is



Norma to Constance
 
  











Norma to General Murray
 
  







 








































 






Constance to Norma
 
  























Constance to Fleurette
 
  









Fleurette to Constance
 
  







OPS/images/Twitter.gif
[ Twitter ]





OPS/images/TikTok.gif
[ TikTok ]





OPS/images/YouTube.gif
[YouTube ]





OPS/toc.xhtml
Contents

		Title Page


		Contents


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Norma



		Fleurette



		Constance



		Norma



		Fleurette



		Constance



		Norma



		Fleurette



		Constance



		Norma



		Constance



		November 11, 1918



		Historical Notes


		Read More from the Kopp Sisters Series


		Learn More About the Kopp Sisters


		About the Author


		Connect on Social Media





OPS/images/cover.jpg
From the New York Times best-selling author of

GIRL WAITS WITH GUN )

A Kopp Sisters Novel

AMY STEWART

e R S c RN e A e T T S st et
el Rl =

Ma 1918, The st meves o dowdbly . MMM f
MM&LM&W&/&IMvMW%aMmMW ‘





OPS/images/Pinterest.gif
[Pinterest]





OPS/images/Instagram.gif
[Instag ram]





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
DEAR MISS KOPP

aa

Amy Stewart






OPS/images/Facebook.gif
[Facebook]





