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The Return of the Unknown Warrier 
 

 100 years ago, thousands of young New Zealanders were embarking on an 

adventure of a lifetime, as part of the European War that had been raging for 

nearly a year already. They were on board transport ships approaching a foreign 

shore. Amongst them were many young men from Wellington who had volunteered 

for active service. 

 

By the end of hostilities on 11 November 1918, over 18,000 New Zealanders had 

been killed; All of these young men now lay dead in foreign fields; many of whom 

had no known grave.  

 

 Today I am going to concentrate on one young man, perhaps one of the 

hundreds of Wellington lads killed in that war, who found himself on the front 

line in France in 1916, about to take part in the Battle of the Somme in 

September of that year. Over 50,000 allied men died during the opening hours of 1 

July. The horror faced by those young men can only be imagined. 

Four New Zealand Battalions of the 1st New Zealand Infantry Division joined 

the Battle of the Somme on September 16th, and took part in an attack on 

German lines at a place called Longeval.  
 

They attacked at dawn, with each Battalion advancing 5 minutes apart. When they 

reached the German wire, they found that it had not been cut or destroyed. The 

Battalions concertinaed into each other half way up a gentle slope, and enfilading 

German machine gun fire tore into them.  

 Hundreds of New Zealanders were killed in the first hour. 

 Over 1500 were killed during this long battle. 

Amongst them was one young man who was destined to become New Zealand’s 

Unknown Warrior. 

Through him, the ANZAC legends lives. 

 

This is my account of how he was selected, and subsequently required to leave his 

18,000 fallen New Zealand comrades of that War, and return to New Zealand nearly 

100 years after he had left. Think on him as one of the young men from this district 

who died in that War. He may well have been. But we will never know that. 

 

I was Chief of Defence in 2004 when Prime Minister Helen Clark ordered me to go 

to France to take charge of our Unknown Warrior and return him to New Zealand. 

 

The Commonwealth War Graves Commission had done all the preliminary work, 

including picking from which grave he should be disinterred. He had to be 

unidentifiable, apart from being a New Zealander. I was present as his remains 

were laid out. He was not a big man, but his remains were all present. I confirmed 

that he was not identifiable by Unit or name, but did come from an area of the 

cemetery exclusively containing New Zealanders. 



 

He was then prepared for, and placed in a specially designed coffin.  I was a witness 

to this process.  Later, In a formal but exclusive ceremony, he was handed over 

to me for safe-keeping. Present were: the Chief of our Army; the senior Warrant 

Officer of the Army; and the Head of Veterans’ Affairs.  It was then that I addressed 

the soldier. 

 

“Soldier, I am Air Marshal Bruce Ferguson, Chief of the New Zealand Defence 

Force. You have served your Country with Honour, and have paid the supreme 

price. No one should ask more of you than that. But I have one more order for 

you.  I have been charged with returning you to New Zealand. This is a direct 

order from me to you.  

You are to leave your comrades-in-arms here in France, with whom you have 

been resting, and return with me to New Zealand as our Unknown Warrior. You 

will represent all those New Zealanders who have given their lives in the cause of 

freedom, including your 18,000 fallen comrades from your War. While you will 

leave your friends here in France, I assure you that you will never be alone.  

 

In return for this duty from you, I give you a Nation’s commitment that you will 

be honoured and remembered forever. Through you, a Nation will mourn and 

commemorate its sacrifice in times of War.”  

 

I recall a verse of a poem that would have been appropriate for our Soldier to have 

recited now” 

 

“The river runs from dark to light, 

So I must say farewell, my friends, 

And though my ship sails from your sight, 

It doesn’t mean my journey ends, 

It only means the river bends.” 

 

 

Later that day, before moving our soldier, I took our whole party to the battlefield to 

walk the attack approach. We had noted historian Chris Pugsley, with us. Half way 

up the incline, Chris told us that we were at the place where our soldier had fallen. 

We stopped for a minute’s silence. As I looked down, I saw the hilt of a bayonet 

sticking out of the freshly ploughed ground between my feet. It was a British bayonet. 

As no soldier left his weapon in the field unless he fell, this bayonet belonged to a 

fallen New Zealand soldier on that day. 

I took the bayonet; cleaned it; and returned it home. It is now with the Army Museum. 

 

 

After this, we took our warrior to the local village of Longeval, about 500 metres 

from where he was killed. The Mayor had asked that he lie in State in the Mayoral 

Chambers overnight. I agreed, and placed an Honour Guard of Kiwi soldiers with 

him overnight.  

 



French Honour Guard 

In the morning, when we went back to carry him to the formal ‘handing over’ 

ceremony from the French Government, we found a French Honour Guard of old 

soldiers carrying the flags of all the French regiments involved in WW1 ready to 

farewell him. They had come overnight from all over France to honour and farewell 

our soldier; a man who had come from the other side of the World, and had died 

defending their France.  Most were in their 80’s and 90’s. 

 

We carried him through this Guard, each old soldier holding a salute that conveyed 

gratitude and honour, as each Battle Standard was lowered as we passed. We 

then slow-marched up the 1 km incline, to the original target of the attack in which he 

was killed. A permanent memorial to those New Zealanders who gave their lives on 

this field dominates the site. It was here that a formal ceremony took place handing 

him over to New Zealand. It was a cold and misty morning. The ceremony was 

sombre, befitting the occasion. It is ironic that our soldier had finally reached his 

objective 88 years after commencing his attack. 

 

 

Little Children 

 After the French officials had handed off the Soldier to New Zealand, and I had 

accepted the casket, I signalled for our bugler to sound the Last Post. As he prepared, 

a narrow shaft of sunlight shone through a gap in the clouds directly onto the coffin. 

And the light rain stopped. That was a chilling moment. 

 

 There was a shuffling of the crowd. To my right, I saw the crowd moving aside to 

make way for a line of small children, two by two, each holding hands and carrying a 

flower, to approach the coffin and place their flowers on it. These were all the young 

children of the district coming to say farewell to a soldier from a faraway land 

who had fought and died for their freedom. 

 

My bugler could not start. I saw tears in his eyes. We waited a minute for the 

children to clear, and my bugler to regain his composure, before the Last Post was 

sounded, most poignantly, over the coffin.  

 

Soldier now part of team 

 

The Soldier was now part of our team and our total responsibility. He was never to 

be left alone again. It was here that the senior non-commissioned officer of our party 

approached me with a request. He told me that his men had given our soldier a nick-

name. For all who have served, to be given a nick-name is a tradition going way 

back, to indicate that you were now ‘one of them”. You had been accepted. And from 

my own experience, you do not choose your own. It is done by the group and it sticks 

with you. 

 

The NCO said it could cause offence to external parties, but so do many nicknames. 

The soldiers had named our soldier Bob. There was only respect and honour 

conveyed by my party. 



 

We then were invited to the local Hall where the villagers farewelled us in an 

impromptu, moving, but informal way. Many songs were sung – in French – before 

we departed with our rendition of “Now is the Hour”. Willing voices and a guitar 

were all that were needed. There were no dry eyes to be seen. The locals were 

saying farewell to one they called their own. One of their own sons – in their eyes. 

 

We departed in our RNZAF aircraft from Lille, and commenced our journey home. 

Our Soldier was in a special compartment immediately below the cockpit. 
Shortly after becoming airborne, and as breakfast had just been served, a rattling 

noise was heard by all from up front below the pilots. The Captain immediately asked, 

over the intercom, whether the cabin staff had forgotten to give Bob his breakfast. He 

then concluded that Bob had never been in an aircraft before, so was understandably 

a bit nervous. 

 

Why do I make light of this? I guess that it shows that our Soldier was now very 

definitely one of us. He was in our Team, albeit by far the oldest member. 

During our two overnight stops en route back to New Zealand, he was never left 

alone. He always had a group of young soldiers for company. He had his new mates 

with him, as I had promised to him. They talked to him throughout the nights.  

 

For any of you here today who have served in uniform, you will understand the 

importance that we attached to our Soldier never being left alone. Mateship is 

everything, as it was for him in the times up to when he was killed. He had bravely 

advanced on the enemy under heavy fire, not for King and Country, but because he 

was not going to let his mates down. We had now taken him from his mates, so we 

had to be his new mates. And we were. 

 

Our arrival back in New Zealand was eventful, to say the least. On approach to 

Auckland, our undercarriage failed to go down. The Captain suggested that Bob just 

did not want this final leg of his journey to finish. He wanted to go back to be with 

his mates. Who knows? That could have been exactly what was happening. 

 

We did get the gear down, after some anxious moments, and landed safely. Bob 

was transferred to another aircraft for the final leg to Wellington. 

 

The reception in Wellington was formal and moving, as a Maori party welcomed a 

son of New Zealand home. He was then escorted to Parliament by a full armed escort 

around the waterfront and through the streets of Wellington, where he was to “Lie in 

State” for 24 hours. Thousands paid their personal respects to Him throughout 

that period. 
 

A formal ceremony was held in Wellington Cathedral, before our Warrior was placed 

on a gun carriage, and with a full 100 man escort, was slow-marched through 

downtown Wellington to his final resting place. 

 



I marched directly beside the coffin for the whole distance.  I had my Service 

Chiefs with me. He deserved no less than the highest ranking soldiers beside him 

during this journey through Wellington. My abiding memory of that walk is the 

thousands who lined the streets up to six deep, to pay their respects, in complete 

silence. I have never experienced anything so moving. 

 

Our Warrior was laid to rest with full ceremony in the Tomb of the Unknown 

Warrior at our National Memorial. He will remain there for all time, and will be 

honoured for all time. I gave a pledge to him in France on behalf of the people of 

New Zealand. It is our solemn duty to uphold that.  

 

When you visit this Tomb, think on this. He may well be one of Wellington’s boys 

killed in that War. Assume that he is, and tell him what Wellington is like today.   

Tell him that he has not been forgotten. Let him live, through you, a small part of the 

life that he lost while just a boy himself. He would like that. 

 

(If time permits, relate the story from Tyne Cot) 

 

 

 

They went with songs to the battle, they were young, 

Straight of limb, true of eye, steady and aglow. 

They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted, 

They fell with faces to the foe. 

 

They shall not grow old as we who are left grow old’ 

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 

At the going down of the sun, and in the morning, 

We will remember them. 


