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Sixteen-year-old Albert Fraser believes
that serving in the First World War will make
him a man; but after a shell blast buries him
alive in a trench, he instead finds himself
without a sense of self or purpose. Spending
the next few years on the roads and rails,
taking whatever jobs he can, Albert seems
destined to be a constant wanderer, until an
exhibition of Picasso’s Guernica shows him
where his life went wrong, and what he must
do to set it right.

A tribute to the outsider, to the underdog,
to those who endure and those who long for
something more, June Hutton’s stunning debut
reminds us that every road has a destination
— but only for those with the strength to
follow it to the end.

June Hutton is a published poet and short-
fiction author whose work has been published 
in a number of literary magazines. June has
worked as a northern reporter and has lived all
over Canada, from Toronto to Whitehorse. She
currently resides in Vancouver and is a member
of the SPiN Writing Group.
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The story of one man’s epic journey,
spanning twenty years, two wars, and

thousands of miles, through dire poverty
and deadly violence, from the mud of

the Somme to the burnt fields of Spain,
in search of what we all spend

our lives looking for:
a place to belong.

Praise for Underground

“June Hutton has found poetry in the
underground worlds of wartime trenches,

Chinatown tunnels, depression-era work camps,
and the bomb craters of the Spanish Civil War.

In this novel, Al Fraser’s remarkable story
has been given voice by a wise

and generous writer.”

— Jack Hodgins, author of Broken Ground
and Distance
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for my mother, Ivy Kathleen
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The story of war is told in the thousand and one things that

mingle with the earth — equipment, bits of clothing almost

unrecognizable, an old boot stuck up from a mound of filth, a

remnant of sock inside ...

— fred varley

official war artist for canada

first world war
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The Somme, 1916

a mud sky churns over a mud field b oken by coils of barbed
wire, a wheel se vered fr om a car t, a tangle of br own limbs . He
slides the barrel of the rifle ver the dirt wall and nestles his cheek
against cold metal and w ood for one last s weep. No sign of mo ve-
ment. No spit in his mouth either . His o wn ragged br eathing the
only sound.

Relentless rain has collapsed the south w all and so the y ha ve
spent the night digging. He, Kirk, Tubbs, another dozen of them up
and down the trench, their helmets just skimming the top, a line of
turtles along a ditch hoping their shells protect them. But approaching
daylight is an oyster smear along the hor izon. Attack is most likely
now. They spear their sho vels into their pac ks and fix b yonets to
their r ifles  take tur ns standing w atch while the r est stamp their
feet, blow on their finge tips to warm them and wait for the call to
stand down.

He shoulders his r ifle and jumps d wn from the fi e step. Kirk
takes his place . Tubbs shoves over to g ive him r oom, slaps him on
the back. 

He leans against the m ud wall and drops the r ifle up ight. Hold-
ing the b utt between his heels,  he pluc ks a tin of b ully beef fr om 
his pocket and jams it o ver the b lade, twisting it ar ound until the
top gapes open. They were always waiting. For food, for orders, for
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2 June Hutton

action. Usuall y the y fi e b lindly into the distance . Mostl y the y
duck. He pulls the tin free, pries the lid off and scoops a spoonful.  

A stray bullet zips right through the tin and sprays the contents.
Freckles on top of his freckles. He blinks for a moment and they all
laugh. You’re seeing action now! He wipes his c heek with his slee ve,
laughs too. Probably one of their o wn bullets. From one of their
own clumsy bastards. But they grip their rifles all the sam .   

Within minutes the y are marc hing bac k toward their b unks in
the suppor t tr enches. Another tour done , r einforcements on the
way. Soon, they can leave the front, get out of their filt y uniforms.
A bath and a hot meal.  Shelves of books and a car pet on the floo .
Almost like home. Nothing like their dugout — a hole scooped out
of the side of a tr ench, where the only decoration is a photog raph
pinned to the dir t w all. The four of them in the photog rapher’s
studio, Artie, shar p-featured and thin,  Kirk,  hair y-faced lik e a
Scottie dog, Tubbs, plump-cheeked, all of them g rinning into the
camera except for him,  helmet tuc ked under his ar m, dark e yes
caught off guard,  looking do wn and off to the side . Take it down,

Tubbs, he’s begged. But Tubbs won’t. He says, One of us has to look like

he gives a damn. And in the end it’ s all they have of Artie. So it has
stayed. 

His boots squelc h through brown water and m ud. A square of
brown sky above, the brown shoulders of the soldier in front of him,
walls of br own dir t all ar ound. Back home doesn’ t seem r eal any
more — blue sky, green ocean. Trees.

There are no trees at the front, nothing to mark one trench from
another. Yet they know exactly when to turn left, then right. Tubbs
calls it their homing instinct.  They tur n left one last time and he
knows without looking tha t they have reached their dugout.  The
mud is so thick it glues one boot to the g round. He has to grab his
shin with tw o hands and pull and then quic kly roll onto his b unk
before getting stuck again. 
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Underground 3

He doesn’t hear a sound, not a thing. His hands are still clutching
his boot when the cold air becomes an o ven, hot breath roars into
his ears. A heavy hand clamps onto his skull and flings him up int
folds of hot air, each layer hotter than the last. Upside down in that
mud sky his guts jam against his lungs, his lungs crush into his throat,
while the row of turtle shells below him bursts apart like a broken
string of beads. The brown sky balloons and then collapses, hurtles
him bac k to the g round. He falls thr ough the air , past r ocks and
boots and shells tha t spin like tops, into the same br own dir t that
has lifted him and now, instantly, buries him.
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THE AFTERDAMP
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One

in the soup green corridor of an English hospital he sits on a
wooden benc h, his hands in his lap . To his left,  another benc h.
Several others in bleached bedclothes wait their turns to be exam-
ined, bandaged, inter viewed. To his r ight, the same . They haven’t
seen each other befor e this day, but each of them has been b lown
up somewhere. Belgium. France.    

Already a doctor has told him, We’ll have you back in no time. But
he doesn’t want to go back. He doesn’t give a damn if the other side
gains more ground — they can have it all. Every festering inch. 

The others stare ahead like dead men. It’s rotten luck, this whole
mess. His throat burns but he leans forw ard, tries to ca tch an eye
as he rasps, “Rot’ luck,” and waits for a response.   

The radia tors steam. A forgotten car t of dir ty bandages ste ws
beside him. Nothing.

He thr ows himself bac k against the hard benc h and folds his
arms.

“Albert Fraser?” The ruddy-faced matron rolls her Rs slightly as
she whisks along the r ow r epeating his name , her v eil of white
cotton fl wing from crown to shoulder s, green eyes scanning the
faces. Surely she can pick him out from this lot. But no, she doesn’t
remember him. She only stops when she near s the foul car t, nos-
trils fla ing as she bellows, “Someone wheel this off!”
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8 June Hutton

He gets to his feet, even though it pains him. She looks him up,
down, then checks the chart. “Albert Fraser?”

He nods.
“Well, speak up.”
He points to his throat, strains to say, “Sorry.”
“Oh, yes. You. The doctor will see you tomorrow. Ten o’clock.” 

albert reels along the hallway to his w ard, past sac ks of
soiled bedding, car ts of cr usted dishes and a janitor with a str ing
mop that cuts a wet figu e eight on the floor and sp eads the smell
of piss from wall to wall. As he steps o ver the damp loops,  Albert
clamps his mouth shut and tr ies not to breathe in the stink. 

Tomorrow. He knows what that could mean. He’s seen for him-
self through a door left ajar. Just a flash of m vement, but enough.
Limbs jerking above a tangle of b lack wires. Strings of drool from
a gaping mouth, the sound coming fr om it monstrous, a howl like
a dog’s, but deeper, more anguished, struggling to become a voice
but failing miserab ly. The door had slammed shut,  leaving Albert
with the animal sound in his ear s. And something else . A whiff of
scorched hair in his nose and on his tongue. It fouled everything he
tasted for the rest of that day. Yesterday.  

He lifts his e yes to the w alls. A former British boys’ school set
aside for the Canadians. The boys are gone, of course. They’ve gone
to war, too. But their photographs are still up. Did no one think of
that? Glowing, healthy boys with solid limbs and minds,  looking
down on the broken boy-men who’ve come back. Did no one think
they might look up, see versions of what they had once been, what
they had lost? 

He runs a hand across his face, but still he feels the emotion that
ripples under his skin lik e a liv e thing. He w aits until his fea tures
smooth, then pr esses forw ard, a hand on the w all when his legs
threaten to collapse.
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Underground 9

But the unaccustomed movement of walking sends shock waves
through his guts. He staggers to the lavatory, waving back the nurse
who calls, “Do you need assistance?” 

Christ, no. He’s already suffered the indignity of the bedpan and
the night shift’s exclamations about the weight. 

It’s full of sand, one of them said.  The same thing happened to my

sister’s boy when he was teething. He ate the sand and it went straight

through him into his nappies.
Nappies! In the stark lavatory Albert’s forehead beads in sweat as

the sand rakes through him. He was all bound up after the explosion,
the r esult of thr ee days of no food or w ater. In the field hospita
he lay under a white tent listening to the distant whump of guns .
Bluebirds, that’s what they called the nur ses, flutte ed in to feed
him sips of w ater and br oth. Every day the wither ed hands of a
practised nurse pushed back her blue sleeves and kneaded the fles
of his belly, trying to coax his bowels back to life. They were stub-
bornly still until he reached England. 

The sand began its slow grind yesterday, and now there seems to
be no stopping it.  When he pisses it stings lik e grains of glass, and
when he coughs it comes up b lack g rit into his handk erchief.
Having scraped his throat going down, it scrapes again coming back
up. It hurts to swallow.   

As the cramps snak e thr ough him,  he puts his elbo ws on his
knees, buries his face in his hands,  lets the darkness pull him bac k
again to the shells thudding into the dir t, him falling to ward the
ground that rose to bury him, telling himself, I’m going to die, then
everything going black. 

He lifts his face into the har sh light glancing off white hospital
tile. But that’s just it: he didn’t. 

At the sink, he glares at his reflection in the arped mirror, dis-
torted, inhuman. Nerves prickle down his back and he tur ns away
from the sight.
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10 June Hutton

When he reaches the doorway to his ward, he scans the two long
rows of beds tha t flank the alls. The same b unch, no one ne w.
There are four besides him who can sit up and move about. They’re
playing cards intently and don’t notice him hobble in. As always, he
veers near the f aceless m ummy with shr ivelled air holes o ver
mouth and nose, two vacant slots for eyes. How do the nurses even
know there’s anything alive in there? It can’t speak, and how it eats
he can’t fathom. The sight of a nur se spooning sludge into it had
Albert limping out the door fast as he w as able. 

Now, the dinner hour far off, he stands at the bedside and stares
into the e ye holes. He can feel sound tra velling up his windpipe ,
teasing his tongue. 

When he opens his mouth to speak,  though, the onl y word he
can manage is a clipped,  “Al!” But soon,  soon.  And he lik es the
abbreviated name. Clean and cr isp, easy to sa y. It mak es a sta te-
ment: here I am. To complete his introduction, he takes up the hand
to shake it. 

Fingertips flutter against his palm  the cr eep of lice along the
scalp, the scuttle of ra ts over limbs. A death twitch. He drops the
hand, horrified  and bac ks up, rubbing his palm against his thigh,
seeking the roughness of fabr ic, the heat of fr iction. He wishes he
could find a sheet of sandpape , a fistful of jagged ocks, and scour
the sensation from his skin.

He staggers to the window beside his bed, pulled by the sight of
green hedges and lawn. Along a walkway, trees toss in the wind. He
presses his palm against the cool glass,  imagining ragged bark.

Behind him, the others continue playing cards. 
His legs throb. He needs to rest. He sits on his bed, swings both legs

up and over. Sweat greases his face. His legs, heavy as tree trunks.
He leans on one elbo w and hik es up the cotton legg ings, their

coloured str ipes b leached until the y ma tched his pasty skin.  The
field doctor said the welling in his legs w as nothing ser ious. Got a
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Underground 11

bit banged up, I imagine. The nurses told him to walk as much as pos-
sible and elevate the legs when sitting or l ying. 

Al presses his thumb against the fat flesh and counts to ten befo e
the thumbpr int v anishes. No sear ing pain or pounding of b lood,
just a dull ac he. The skin is str etched tight as a bandage . It feels as
if it could burst open at any moment.

He wrestles open the dra wer of the bedside tab le and fumb les
inside for the book he borrowed from the second floor s collection.
He rolls onto his r ight side so tha t he w on’t have to look a t the
mummy, and opens the book.  A map just lik e a tr easure map, but
titled Hardy’s Wessex. He flips th ough the pages, his attention snagged
by the single w ord “naked.” Back to the top of the page he beg ins
reading the scene, but quickly discovers it’s not that sort of book.
It’s about a woman named Tess who is captiv ated by the sounds of
a harp as she walks in a wild garden. He reads and rereads the para-
graph about her undulating among the weeds, branches and blades
of grass tugging at her skirts and blouse, her naked arms stained by
pollen and slug slime. 

He snaps the book closed and a letter slides out — the la test
from his br other, one he had hastil y stuffed into the book.  He
unfolds the sheets and studies the words, again:

Dear Bertie, 

How are you and did you get the tin of sweets we sent?

We are all in good health, not a sniffle amongst us this fall. Mum

would have had a good crop of tomatoes but for the damage done by

the rain. They were quite black with blight and we had to throw the

works out. Did you know that the old bastard has an eye on some ranch

land in the interior? He says there’ll be no blight there it’s so dry, and

poor Mum, she believes him. Not about the blight, of course, but that

they’ll last long enough on the place to see a tomato grow. You and I

know better. 
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12 June Hutton

The rest is about the union and the mine . Albert asked Jack to
send him a world map that he could fold up into his poc ket, so he
could see where he was. But Jack wrote at the bottom of this letter,
P.S.You’re in France! Very funny. And anyway, he isn’t, now. He’s back
in England, green England.  

But Jack doesn’t know that yet. None of them do. 
He stuffs the letter back into the book and drops his arm. Damn

the old man — he knows nothing about ranching. He knew nothing
about r unning a far m in Manitoba,  either, or a hotel in London
before that, but that didn’t stop him. 

Albert star es a t the ceiling . A ranc h. Sagebr ush and clouds of
dust. Home is supposed to be b lue mountains and green ocean. 

A s weet v oice calls do wn the w ard, “Gentlemen, hello ,” and
Albert wriggles up into a sitting position. A young nurse, all smiles
and scrubbed, pink skin, has flo ted into the ward. 

He opens his lips to accept the ther mometer, holds up his ar m
to have his pulse tak en and w atches the b lue sleeves of the pr etty
nurse move across the clipboard as she records the readings. 

“Mar-ry,” he sa ys when she pluc ks the ther mometer fr om his
lips, his voice rough but clear.

“Well, listen to you,” she says, smiling up from the chart. “Your
throat is getting much better, Albert.”

“Al,” he says. Albert is a name she might g ive her brother. 
“Al, is it,  now?” She has a lilt to her v oice. Eyes as b lue as her

dress. He noted tha t his fi st day here. His wr ist throbs where she
placed her finger and thum . He pictur es her hand in his,  golden
fields shimme ing as they walk the evening hills toward home. He
is seeing Manitoba and the soddie tha t had been his famil y’s fi st
house in Canada, not that coal-miner’s shack in Nanaimo tha t was
home before he ran off to enlist. 

His eyes follow Mary as she leaves his bedside, stopping to check
each of the men. 
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Underground 13

He was just fourteen years of age when he went into the ground.
The other miners said he should go work with the Chinese, he was
so short. And he had those narrow eyes. They got him drunk once,
and tried to shove him into one of the Chinese tunnels, so cramped
those workers had to cra wl on their bellies . He saw their f aces in
the dark tunnel ahead. Monkey people, that’s what the other miners
called them. Thick-lipped and nar row-eyed. Monkey c hatter tha t
lifted the hair on his scalp . He fought bac k fierce y, arms swinging
at his dr inking par tners as he b urst out of the tunnel.  They said,
What a soldier he’d make. He threw up r ight at the pithead, right at
their feet. 

That was almost thr ee years ago. He’s g rown half a foot since
then. 

He still has narrow eyes, though. Narrower.
Mary picks up the mummy’s wrist and scratches something onto

the chart. Then gently, she places the ar m by its side. She waves to
all of them befor e stepping into the cor ridor. Al watches until her
blue dress rounds a corner, then he eases bac k against his pillow.

His thoughts swell and recede. His friend Joe, arms raised as he
gestured at the raw dirt walls of Nanaimo’s Newcastle Seam, blue
eyes bugging out of a coal-b lackened face, lips a sur prising pink as
they descr ibed the danger s. Explosions,  dr ownings, ca ve-ins. All
the things tha t can kill a man.  Mostly it’s the fumes, he told him.
There’s an explosion far off and maybe even a cave-in, but there’s not a mark

on you. Then the fumes arrive. What they call the afterdamp. It forms after

the explosions, but it kills you all the same. 
Albert survived two years chopping coal in the tunnels,  though

it felt like half his life . Joe gave him a lump of coal for good luc k,
and when he packed for overseas he tucked it between the rows of
socks. Bertie! His mother cried. What’s this? When he told her what
it was for, she clapped a hand over her mouth and tur ned away. 
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14 June Hutton

Overnight, his legs continue to expand,  until b y mor ning the
skin shines, and lumps for m within the b loated flesh  There is no
ten o’clock appointment for him.  A relief, though he’s alarmed at
the sight of his legs, fat and mottled, a bluish grey that looks almost
like bruises. His veins must be filling with di t. 

The nurses giggle when he tells them. Even Mary. He lets go of
her hand and never again walks through glimmering fields with he . 

He wants to pound the walls, tear his hair out, dig his nails into
his skin to relieve the pressure. As he writhes on the bed, his mind
fills with images of the land a ound Nanaimo’s harbour, ink-veined
like his legs, pockmarked by black holes, seething with the entrails
of constantly moving coal. 

Only the surgeon understands what’s wrong. Later, he shows Al
the hunks of metal that rattle around in a tray. There’ll be no more
marching for him, he says. He’s removed enough shrapnel from Al’s
legs to get him a boa t ride home.

Home. It’s a word that has a shape, full and round, and he holds
it close, even though he knows it has changed as surely as he has.  
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