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Oisín McGann has written and illustrated numerous books for all ages, including the surveillance state thriller, Rat Runner, and the steampunk series, The Wildenstern Saga. He is a winner of the Bisto/CBI Book of the Year Merit Award and has been shortlisted for a number of others, including the Waterstones Children’s Book Prize in the UK, le Grand Prix de l’Imaginaire in France and Locus Magazine’s Best First Novel Award in the US. Oisín lives in the Irish countryside, where he won’t be heard shouting at his computer.
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When he was a boy, Charley dreamed of war – of being a soldier, a warrior, a hero. Back then, he never thought it would involve so much digging. In the chilly gloom of the swampy trench, the sergeant urged them on, growling quietly through gritted teeth.
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“Come on now, lads! Dig! Clear it out before the next lot comes down on us! Dig, if you want to live, you little beauties. Dig if you want to live!”

Charley’s cold, numb fingers gripped the short handle of the spade. His body ached, weak with exhaustion. The spade’s handle was slippery with mud, and he lost his hold on it every now and again. It was all the more dangerous because he’d sharpened the blade too, because he needed to use it as a weapon sometimes. So he’d come close to cutting a gash in his leg more than once as it slipped in his hands.

“That could have been us, under there,” Mick said, working beside him. “We could’ve been buried under there, you and me.”

Mick was Charley’s best mate. They had enlisted together, trained together. They’d been sent out on to this insane battlefield in France together. They shared a dug-out together. Now that dug-out was buried here under tons of earth.

“Yeah, well we weren’t,” Charley replied. “Just lucky, I suppose.”

“Quit that chatter!” the sarge rasped.

It was dark, and the small group of men and everything around them was cold. Charley was cold to his bones, like he’d never be warm again. A light shower of snow had fallen that day, on the hard, frozen ground. The floor of the trench was still like a marsh, though. It always was, its surface beaten soft by the constant traffic of boots.

The steam of Charley’s breath looked bright in the darkness. At least the digging was getting him moving. They worked by the light of the stars in the clear night sky. The front wall of their part of the trench, eight feet high, had collapsed during the last German bombardment. Now they were struggling to get the mass of chalky clay dug out and the wall repaired before the German gunners dropped any more shells on them.

Snow was falling again, and he looked up into the sky to see it shower out of the darkness towards him. They were working in the dark because, with the wall collapsed, the ramp of earth offered little protection. German snipers, crack shots, waited for an opportunity to pick off anyone who raised their head too high.

Then there was the artillery. Charley had been terrified of it since he’d first heard the blasts, felt the first impacts through the ground only weeks before. There was nothing you could do to stay safe during the bombardments. You just cowered there against the wall of your dug-out, curling yourself into whatever cover you could find. You clutched your helmet to your head, scared as a child, as explosions punched craters in the earth around you. Sometimes they got so close, the noise of the explosions was like someone stamping on your brain. All you could do was hope and pray there wasn’t a shell plummeting right down on your position. You could only wait to see if it was your turn to be killed by the blast or the shrapnel.

“Agh! Oh, for the love o’ God!”

Mick was hopping around, a grimace on his face. The muck they were standing in was too thick and deep to hop around in, and he nearly fell over as his boot got stuck.

“Don’t tell me you hit your foot again?” Charley laughed at him. “What kind of eejit are you? Keep it up, Mick, and you’ll end up chopping your toes off all together.”

“Grand,” Mick grunted. “Maybe the brass will send me home.”

“They don’t let you out of the war for chopping off your toes. They’re wise to that kind of stuff. They’ll just shoot you for bein’ a chancer!”

“Well, they may come down and do some diggin’ themselves so,” Mick retorted. “Better yet, let them come and get shelled! See how long they last before they start thinking about losing some toes an’ all.”

Charley nodded, snorting.

“All right, so I’ve got a sore foot,” Mick said. “Still, you’re the bigger eejit. Leavin’ your gloves in the dug-out like that in this cold. Three of the lads are down with frostbite, Charley! Pat lost four fingers! I’d rather lose my toes to a spade than my fingers to the cold.”

This was their thing when they were bored – playing “Who’s the Bigger Eejit?”, a game that could go on for hours sometimes. Or until one of the other soldiers snarled that, by the holy Mary, they’d better shut up or he’d shoot them before the Germans got the chance.

Somewhere under all that pulverised clay was the hole burrowed in the ground where they normally ate and slept. Half their kit was buried in there too. They’d both been in the latrine when the bombardment started. They’d brought their rifles with them because the sarge would have their heads if they went anywhere without their weapons. But apart from that, they only had whatever they carried on their belts or in their coat pockets. The artillery shell had landed on their dug-out while they were relieving themselves a mere forty yards away.

“Less talking, more digging!” the sarge’s voice barked softly in the darkness. “My word, who’d be daft enough to have Irishmen in the army?”

“British officers, Sarge,” Charley replied, and Mick giggled.

“Less of that cheek!” came the throaty growl. “Dig, my lovely lads. Build us a nice strong house, before the wolf comes huffin’ and puffin’ again.”

The sarge was all right. He was British Army, through and through, and was forever cracking Irish and Scottish jokes, but he was the first you’d go to for help. Like an angry dad, he was always giving out, but he looked out for his boys too. The men of Charley and Mick’s company were mostly Irish, but they trusted their English sergeant – far more than they did the officers anyway. He was always there with them. Always first over the top ahead of them.

“Post!” someone called down the line. “The post is here!”

“Ah, here.” Mick paused as he was about to toss away another clod of clay. “They never send us post when we’re on the front line. Something’s up.”

“We go over the top in the morning,” Charley said. “They’re tryin’ to boost morale.”

“They want to boost my morale? Tell me I’m not goin’ over the top.”

“It’s what we’re here to do, Mick. You’re the eejit for enlisting.”

“Yeah, right. But at least I was the eejit who knew what he was enlisting for. You joined the army to find your brother. Did you not know there was a war on?”

“Ah, leave off, will ya?” Charley snapped at him, feeling suddenly angry.

Throwing down his spade, he cursed and kicked at a sod of mud. He was still standing there, blowing on his freezing hands and trying to stop his teeth from chattering, when he heard his name shouted.

“Charley Burn? Charley! Post for you, mate!”

He turned too suddenly, finding his feet held tight by the sucking mud. Losing his balance, he toppled over into the massive puddle behind him with an almighty splash. The water was icy cold, shocking the breath from his lungs. The others burst out laughing, but the sarge roared at them to shut up.

“Burn! Get yourself out of there, you fool! I swear, it’s like dealing with children! Get those clothes off you and get dry before you freeze to death!”

Mick helped haul him out, and Charley stood there sourly, trying to scrape the worst of the dirt off. There was nowhere to wash in the trenches, and no hope of getting his uniform clean before they went into action in the morning. And any spare clothes he had were buried in the dug-out.

“Go and get yourself sorted out,” Mick told him. “I’ll get your post.”

Shivering with
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We opened a creative writing centre in Dublin’s inner city in January 2009. We called it Fighting Words – a temporary name that immediately felt like a good idea. We didn’t conduct extensive market research to see if it was wanted. Nor did we seek to align it with the formal education system. We took our belief in the enterprise from ‘Shoeless’ Joe Jackson, in Field of Dreams: “If you build it, they will come.”

We wanted to address the absence of outlets for children and young adults in Dublin to engage with creative writing, and the lack of time allowed for it in the school curriculum. It seemed daft, in a country that prides itself in being a land of writers, that there was so little space for writing.

From the very beginning, the interest has been colossal. We host 10,000 students each year – mainly children and young adults – at creative-writing workshops and programmes. They are all free. Most of the students come with their schools, but we also host sessions outside of school time attended by a wide range of special-needs groups, as well as individual children and teenagers. Our tutors and mentors are volunteers. We have more than 400 of them.

We had our own inspiration: we’d visited 826 Valencia in San Francisco, a creative-writing centre established by the author Dave Eggers. We’d loved what we’d seen being done there – the way little kids were invited to put pen to paper, and the way monosyllabic teenagers were persuaded to write thousands of their own words. Since that project launched, similar creative-writing centres have opened all over the world: as well as our own Fighting Words here in Dublin, there are centres in Milan, Stockholm, London, Barcelona, Paris, Copenhagen, Amsterdam and Sydney, with plans for ones in Belfast, Vienna and Buenos Aires. All of these creative-writing centres are linked together informally. They communicate regularly, sharing ideas and experience.

Writing is a solitary occupation – eventually. But having witnessed it again and again over the last five years, we know that if it begins as a collective exercise, as a bit of fun, then by the time the children start to write by themselves, they produce better, more confident work. They’ve seen what they can do, the simple things that can make a good line brilliant, and they’re keen to give it a go themselves.

Quite soon after we opened, often at the suggestion of artists from other disciplines who wanted to get involved, we started to run programmes tailored towards other types of writing, including film scripts, plays, graphic novels, radio drama, journalism, songwriting and film animation. As with those we run for creative writing, the demand by children to participate is consistently staggering, and their creativity is extraordinary.

We think creative writing is an essential part of every child’s education. We want to give as many children as possible the opportunity to engage with their imaginations and see what possibilities are then opened up for them. Fighting Words is not state-funded, and our existence is dependent on people who believe passionately in what we do – like the writers and artists who have written and illustrated these brilliant stories. We are especially grateful to a great friend of Fighting Words, Sarah Webb – the creative- and driving force behind this wonderful collection.

Roddy Doyle & Seán Love

 All profits made from the sale of this book go to Fighting Words, a registered charity.


If you enjoyed this story, then tap the cover below for more tales of adventure, magic and wonder … 

 

 [image: missing-image] 

OPS/images/add.jpg





OPS/images/img304.jpg





OPS/images/ch010.jpg
Across the Cold Ground

OISIN MCGANN

Illustrated by Oisin McGann





OPS/images/cover.png
*Olsm McGann

ACROSS
- Yo
*COLD

GROUND






OPS/images/ch013.jpg
The Write to Right





OPS/images/img287.jpg





OPS/images/img293.jpg





OPS/images/img272.jpg





OPS/images/img273.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
i
-

HarperCollins Children’s Books

FIGHTING






