
 

 

 
 
 
John’s gospel contains these words: ‘Greater love has no-one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s 
friends’. This verse has been interpreted in many ways but it is as Remembrance Day approaches that its 
most literal interpretation often comes to mind.  
 
2018 is a milestone year: 100 years since the guns fell silent on the Western Front and in other lesser 
known but equally bloody theatres of war. Throughout the conflict soldiers were exhorted to fight for King 
and country but then, as now, friendship and camaraderie were equally – if not more – important to those 
on the front line. For me John’s words echo this sentiment and help situate acts of remembrance in the 
personal rather than political space. 
 
Although 11 November is the time when as a nation we stop, remember and are thankful for the ending of 
the Great War, we are also reminded that this, unfortunately, was not to be the war which would end all 
others. Growing up in a military family Remembrance Day has always been important on a personal level: 
my father served in the Royal Navy and my older brother in the Army, between them deployed in Malaya, 
the Falklands, Northern Ireland, Iraq and the Balkans. My own experience has come in the recent conflicts 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, not in a combat role but a medical one, working as part of a team providing life-
saving surgery in the field and at the purpose-built trauma hospital at Camp Bastion in Helmand Province, 
Afghanistan.  
 
My last tour of duty was Op HERRICK 14 (the name given to operations in Afghanistan) in 2011. There were, 
tragically, many times where we paused to remember. During my time in Helmand Province twenty British 
service personnel died; during the same period Americans, Georgians, Danes, Estonians and Afghans, both 
military and civilian, lost their lives. Our acts of remembrance were both formal, when we gathered to 
repatriate a body, and informal.  
 
One abiding memory is of standing in the hospital Emergency Department between two bays separated by 
a curtain. On one side the medical team were racing to save a life: giving blood, dressing wounds and 
preparing the soldier for surgery; on the other that race had been lost. Despite the imminent arrival of 
more casualties the doctors, nurses and medics involved paused, along with the padre, to say some final 
words, to pray and to be in that moment with an individual who had just made the ultimate sacrifice.  
 
Whilst the focus of collective remembrance activity is predominantly centred on those servicemen and 
women called to serve their country, for me it must also incorporate the families left behind. Their 
sacrifice, whilst not as immediately apparent, is nonetheless vital to maintaining morale and a connection 
with home; the strength of my family has provided an anchor throughout my deployments and is 
something that I always make time to reflect upon and be grateful for.  
 
War affects everybody, personally or vicariously: the dead, the injured, the bereaved, the friends, the 
families, the country. It is right that each November we stop and remember. My own views on 
remembrance are neatly encapsulated by words attributed to Korean War veteran, Howard William 
Osterkamp: ‘All gave some, but some gave all’. 
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