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THREE WEEKS before my grandmother died I found a green metal trunk in her 
garage. It was tucked behind a dusty pull-down projector screen and discarded carpets. 
The white stencilling on its rusted lid read 19316 – Captain D Kerr 2NZEF. The trunk 
was made in 1941, the year before my grandfather arrived on Italy’s Adriatic coast. 

Inside were yellowed Defence Force newspapers, tank commanders’ lecture notes, 
brochures from Pisa, Rome, Florence and Edinburgh and a menu dated 8 May 1945 
from the Bournemouth Hotel where, on the day World War II ended in Europe, my 
grandfather ate “Canapes de la Victory” for starters. Beneath all that there was a 
wooden Benson & Hedges cigarette box containing a piece of lined writing paper. 
“Darling, I am safely on board and the ship is likely to sail any time now,” it read. “If 
we have time I will write again before we pull out. Love Don xx.”

Years later, every Anzac morning my grandfather, Donald Kerr, would wake his 
children long before dawn and shuttle them around the Nelson region to various 
Anzac commemorations, recounting his experiences as a lieutenant in New Zealand’s 
19th Armoured Regiment. Once he was a guest at my mother’s school assembly and 
cried as he spoke of friends who had gone with him on that ship but not returned. My 
mother hid her face in teenage shame; she had never been so embarrassed. 

Standing with her in Cassino’s Commonwealth Cemetery, four months after 
opening that trunk and almost 40 years after that school assembly, there was a 
different feeling. It was in this space, a section of grassed land near the town centre, 
where many of his friends were buried. Four thousand two hundred and sixty-six 
graves lie here. Four hundred and sixty-four belong to New Zealanders.

A day earlier I had met my mother at Rome airport. We rented a car to drive two 
hours’ south where we would attempt to retrace my grandfather’s route with the 19th, 
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Zealanders are marked with a silver fern in relief and, more often 
than not, a single poppy. Some have flowers at their bases or bright 
red roses creeping up their edges. One or two families had left photos 
of their fathers or grandfathers and simple stories of their lives. Many 
others had nothing more than a simple statement engraved into the 
face: “A soldier of the Second World War. Known unto God.”

In a structure on the cemetery’s border my mother flipped 
through a remembrance book. Visitors from England, Australia, 
Canada, Hastings, Maramarua, Scotland and Matakana had written 
compact tributes in the book’s right-hand column. “What a waste,” 
one scrawled. A woman from Alberta, Canada hoped that “some 
day, we’ll understand”. A man from North Devon offered a simple 
farewell to his father: “Bye Dad, here at last”. I suppose that is why 
they had come to a place like this – to feel some shared understanding 
with the past, to mutter some silent acknowledgment to a loved one, 
to say, “Yes, here I am. I came”.

On a summer afternoon the past black-and-white vision was 
replaced with designer shoe stores, men in pastel-coloured pants 
and women gossiping at outdoor tables over bright orange aperitifs. 
But the abbey of Monte Cassino still shone in the light on high, its 
white walls impossible to ignore. The road trailed up the side of the 
hill like a concrete ribbon; cobblestones demarcated the transition 
into the sacred. Over the gate to the monastery was carved one 
word: “Pax.”

The abbey was founded in the sixth century and is one of 
Christianity’s most holy sites. Today Corinthian columns hold up 
the basilica walls, the arches are gilded and the frescoes appear 
divinely inspired. Monks patter the halls, ducking between heavy 
wooden doors. They hole out in the vaults, silent in prayer. But 
on 15 February 1944 they took refuge for a different reason. The 
abbey was bombed into oblivion by an Allied airstrike based on the 
strategic advice that Monte Cassino was holding German lookouts. 
It wasn’t. My grandfather saw the bombers fly over. He called it “an 

unfortunate day”. 
I looked across the land below the abbey, trying to imagine that 

scene. A group of uniformed Polish scouts wandered out of the 
basilica, chattering and laughing. They bought Monte Cassino honey 
and postcards from the gift shop. It was the Poles who finally scaled 
the rat tracks which led up to the abbey. They found it deserted. They 
raised their national flag and the message was relayed: “Cassino in 
our hands. Poles in the monastery”. 

So it was a bizarre sight on the way back to our car to see two army 
jeeps rattling towards us. On board were grinning, moustachioed 
men kitted out in dun woollen uniforms and berets. It felt as if the 
past and present had collided – a surreal incident 520 metres above 
sea level. We found out later that they were in town for a ceremony 
commemorating the wife of a Polish general. 

At the nearby Cassino railway station, tucked off platform one 
and planted in a scruffy patch of soil, sits a simple marble block with 
a brass plaque. The plaque was laid in the presence of a party of New 
Zealand veterans who returned to this place on the 50th anniversary 
of the battle. My grandfather was among them. My mother stood in 
front of it for a moment. “He always talked about it,” she said. “He 
always hoped we would come.”

On 18 May 1944 the Allies finally drove German defenders from 
their positions. The next day my grandfather rode into the town. 
Buildings could be studied at close quarters. He and his commanding 
officer paid a quick visit to the bar at the Continental Hotel which, as 
the official New Zealand history notes, “was not open for custom”. 

Near the bottom of the trunk I found another letter, written in 
perfect cursive on blue paper. “My darling Don,” it began, “this is 
the last letter I will be writing to my solider husband.” It was shortly 
before he was due home; she made plans for dinner with his parents 
on the night of his return. It was hard for her to write, she said, as she 
was “bubbling up inside. I don’t think I have ever felt so queer.” She 
finished: “I am waiting for you now with open arms. 

to where he landed on Italy’s eastern shore in October 1943.
But the real reason we came was Cassino, a bruise of a town on 

the shin of Italy, 80 miles from its capital city. It was where in 1943 
the Germans had decided to make their stand.

Historian Matthew Parker says that war makes sense only in black 
and white; it makes sense only from a distance which separates the 
then from the now, the sound of artillery shells from stillness. On 
the day fellow New Zealander Clem Hollies of the 21st Battalion 
arrived in Cassino he noted that the whole area had an ominous 
air. 

“Flooded countryside is interspersed with dry ground churned 
up by shellfire, derelict vehicles, shattered trees and houses with 
gaping holes in their walls.”

Monte Cassino looms large in New Zealand military folklore. 
The terrain which surrounds the town regressed after five months 
of fighting into a pre-industrial age. The battle became “a climbing 
fist fight”. In May 1944, after the Germans had repeatedly repelled 
assaults, Allied forces embarked on one of the largest bombing raids 
of the war. Thousands of tonnes of explosives were dropped on the 
town. “It was completely destroyed,” my grandfather said. “All the 
roads that we knew... they’d just disappeared.” 

Not a single building was left standing, just jagged brick teeth 
poking through piles of rubble. It was, as one corporal remembered, 
a vision of the end of the world.

On the day my mother and I arrived in Cassino we found the 
central streets barricaded and families dressed in their best walking 
up and down eating strawberry gelato in cones. It felt strange to 
be wandering the cheerful streets which had been the scene of so 
much destruction. It was hard to comprehend that, 70 years earlier, 
these had been rubble over which my grandfather – wearing his 
distinctive black beret and oversized headphones – rolled in his 
Sherman tank.

In the Commonwealth Cemetery, headstones of fallen New 
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new Zealander clem 
hollies of the 21st Bat-
talion arrived in cassino 
he noted that the whole 
area had an ominous air. 
“Flooded countryside is 
interspersed with dry 
ground churned up by 
shellfire, deerspersed 
with dry ground churned 
up by shellfire, derelict 
vehicles, shattererelict 
vehicles, shattered trees 
and houses with gaping 
holes in their walls.”


