
Stephen John Verdun Wilson – the story behind a name 

By Graham Wilson 

My father was given an intriguing name. Born a hundred years ago, on 1 March 1917 during the 
Great War, he was named Stephen John after his father’s brother, John Stephen Wilson. (He was 
always known as Stephen.) At this time, Stephen was serving with the New Zealand Division on the 
infamous Western Front. 

My father’s parents added an unusual third name – Verdun. This gave him the initials S.J.V., which 
always seemed to make my father seem distinguished, at least to me. Verdun is not usually a 
person’s name, but rather a town in eastern France near the border with Germany. It is situated at a 
critical crossing point of the River Meuse. Consequently, an intense battle raged throughout 1916 in 
the area around Verdun. The Battle of Verdun was the longest and one of the most costly battles in 
human history. It is estimated that the French and German armies suffered nearly one million 
casualties. French forces eventually regained Verdun in December 1916, a victory that was an 
important step towards the eventual outcome of the war. 

The news of this victory appeared in New Zealand’s newspapers around the time of my father’s 
birth. My father’s name ‘Stephen John Verdun Wilson’ unmistakably links his birth to the Western 
Front of the Great War and, although New Zealand soldiers did not participate in the Battle of 
Verdun, it shows that my grandfather held a deep respect for his brother Stephen’s voluntary 
enlistment. 

Stephen’s war service was lengthy and terrible. He was 
the first of three brothers to enlist and the only one to 
endure the entire length of the war. His brothers 
Albert and Robert enlisted over the following months.  

What follows are Albert and Stephen’s stories, as 
garnered from the official records and histories of the 
Great War. No personal letters or diaries remain, as far 
as I know, that would have brought us closer to 
understanding their experiences. On arrival in England, 
Robert was found to be unfit for service due to an 
injury he had sustained prior to the war. He spent the 
war years in England, and met a woman who would 
become his wife. They moved back to New Zealand in 
1929.  

~~~~~~~ 

This clipping from Otago Daily Times, 2 January 1917, 
illustrates the positive outlook resulting from the new 
tactics used by the Allies in the Battle of Verdun. 
Perhaps it was this new certainty of success that 
inspired my father’s parents to add ‘Verdun’ to his 
name.  



Albert Ernest Wilson 

Albert died at the Somme in late spring 1918, just six months before the war finally ended. A shell 
exploded near him in the trenches and he died in an army hospital in Doullens after suffering for two 
days with multiple head and leg wounds.  

The second Battle of the Somme had gone well for the 1st Canterbury Battalion, stopping the rapid 
German advance of late March and early April 1918, known as the Michael Offensive. After this 
frantic activity, the battalion settled into wearisome trench warfare once again. Constant rain 
throughout April and May turned the battalion’s initial triumph to stalemate, and atrocious, 
inhuman conditions of sodden trenches and festering feet. The continuous German shellfire took 
about forty casualties per day, Albert one of them. 

It was two years almost to the day since he had sailed from Wellington to follow his younger brother 
Stephen to the war. 

Stephen and Albert would not have been aware of each other’s activities and movements during the 
war. In fact, the only occasion on which they were nearby was for a short time on the battlefield of 
Messines Ridge in June 1917. Months of planning, including digging of tunnels under the German 
trenches and seeding them with a huge amount of explosives, finally came to head with the 
synchronised detonation of the mines in the early morning of 7 June.  

Following the massive explosion, which was heard across the Strait of Dover, Albert’s battalion was 
the first wave in the assault on German positions. The infantry advance was given cover by the 
howitzers of Stephen’s artillery battery. Albert took a bullet to his leg, causing a severe wound. He 
was safely evacuated by the field ambulance crew and, over the course of three weeks, he was taken 
to England to convalesce at a hospital in Hornchurch, Essex. 

By Christmas 1917 he was back with his mates to face his second winter in the trenches of the 
Western Front. As winter gave way to spring, the Michael Offensive was underway. By late May he 
had been killed. Albert Ernest Wilson was buried in a small Commonwealth cemetery at Doullens. 
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John Stephen Wilson 

Albert’s war lasted two years and ended abruptly in death. His brother Stephen was not so 
fortunate. Stephen’s war stretched from April 1915 to October 1919 – from Gallipoli to the 
Armistice, and for nearly 12 months beyond.  

Keen for adventure and too innocent to know better, Stephen enlisted at age 21 in October 1914, 
not long after war had been declared. Although he was not part of the disastrous ANZAC landing at 
Gallipoli, he landed in the subsequent reinforcements in July 1915. Stephen was badly wounded 
during the New Zealand attack on Chunuk Bair just one month later. He was evacuated to the Allied 
base on Lemnos island, and was then sent to England by hospital ship via Malta. By mid-September 
he was convalescing at the New Zealand army hospital at Hornchurch, where Albert would also 
spend time more than a year later. 

The Gallipoli adventure having totally failed, all Allied troops were evacuated in December through a 
cleverly planned but risky withdrawal. While Stephen recovered at Hornchurch, his companions 
were moved to the Western Front which they reached in April 1916. 
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Stephen was finally pronounced fit for service again in November 1916. This was 15 months after his 
wounding at Gallipoli, which showed the seriousness of those injuries. He was transferred to the 
New Zealand Field Artillery as a gunner and was sent to their training facility in Hampshire to learn 
to operate field guns and howitzers. It was not until March 1917 – the month that my father was 
born – that Stephen arrived in France. Soon he would be in the thick of battle at Messines, firing 



hundreds of shells on 7th June in support of the infantry, Albert amongst them. 25,000 men of the 
Allied armies were killed or wounded that terrible day, 600 of them New Zealanders. No doubt 
Stephen’s ears were ringing from the constant pounding of his brigade’s guns, not to mention the 
incoming German shells, every one of them a risk to his life. 

In July Stephen’s artillery brigade was despatched to defend Nieuport, one of several ports on the 
Belgium/Normandy coast that were vital to the Allied supply lines. These were key targets for the 
German army. Conditions in the low-lying sand dunes at Nieuport were difficult. Stephen 
experienced a near-constant barrage of incoming artillery fire over a period of four months. There 
were occasional breaks for rest and a bath at nearby Coxyde-les-Bains where a relatively pleasant 
haven had been established amongst the dunes. These moments must have been precious to men 
like Stephen, who surely found the stress, risk and noise of the gunners’ positions extremely 
frightening.  

At the start of winter that year, French forces arrived to relieve the brigade from the constant 
bombardment and they went southwards to re-join the New Zealand infantry battalions at Ypres. 
Stephen was granted some respite in England from February to early May 1918. A couple of weeks 
after Stephen was sent back to France, Albert was killed. 

Throughout the summer the German forces gradually lost their strength to resist, and the Allied 
forces advanced rapidly in the autumn of 1918. The New Zealanders’ final significant battle of the 
war was the taking of Le Quesnoy, an ancient walled town that for so many years had been well 
behind the line of the Western Front. Stephen’s unit was part of the action, passing to the north of 
the town under heavy machine gun fire. A week later Germany surrendered. 

But that was not the end of it for Stephen. On New Year’s Day he was moved to England to await a 
ship for home. The promised ships were a long time coming. A bout of dysentery put Stephen in 
hospital in London for a while. Many of Stephen’s comrades grew restless and rioted out of 
frustration and apparent neglect. Stephen was at last put on a ship in July 1919 and he landed back 
in New Zealand in late August. He was discharged from the army in October 1919 after four and a 
half years of service. 

According to his sister Alice, Stephen returned to the family farm in the Catlins in “very poor health 
and very thin.” Although he may have escaped the Spanish influenza that ravaged and killed so many 
of his soldier colleagues and thousands of other New Zealanders, he was diagnosed on discharge 
from the army with Herpes zoster. Commonly known as shingles, this disease is a resurgence of the 
chicken pox virus and it caused Stephen severe and lasting nerve pain.  

There is no doubt that Stephen also suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (‘shell shock’). 
Stephen and his sister Alice went for a journey around the North Island, partly to assist with 
Stephen’s recovery. He married a Catlins lass, Alice Farquharson, and moved to an easier farm at 
Waiuku, south of Auckland. Like so many other traumatised soldiers, he never talked about the war, 
but lived a quiet and caring life with his big family of 11 children. Ill-health drove him off the farm to 
Otahuhu in the mid-1950s. Stephen died in 1961 aged 68. 

~~~~~~~ 


