
 JOHN DUNCAN MCLEOD 

Letter writing took on a special significance for 
men isolated by war. At Gallipoli, in ‘a network 
of dugouts, appearing like a gigantic rabbit 
warren,’ men wrote home on whatever surfaces 
they could find, and longed for the letters and 
parcels that came in return. 

One British Newspaper, The Sphere, championed the 
‘yearning of men in the trenches for the precious letters 
from home’ as reviving the ‘lost art’ of letter writing.
 
John Duncan McLeod, a twenty-eight-year-old from 
Fairlie in the Mackenzie District, living in Australia, 
certainly experienced such a yearning. His diary is 
peppered with accounts of the post. ‘No mail for me today. 
It makes me envious to see other fellows getting letters.’ 
McLeod was one of more than fifteen hundred New 
Zealanders serving in the Australian Imperial Forces. He 
would often visit the ‘NZ boys’ on their flank, borrowing 
a friend’s Timaru Herald for news of the town where his 
sister was living.

When mail did come, the letters and parcels were 
meticulously noted in McLeod’s diary. Letters received 
by men at the front are harder to come by than those they 
sent home. This is not surprising given the hardships 
these men had to contend with. However, near the back 
of McLeod’s diary are strips ripped from the letters he 
received, reminding him of those at home praying for his 
safe return and urging him to take care of himself. 

The mail McLeod sent home was an assortment of ‘Wild 
Woodbine’ packet envelopes and postcards that were 
more often pieces of cardboard than post cards. Such 
improvisations in stationery were not uncommon and a 
number of such ‘pieces of cardboard’ can be found in the 
Turnbull collections.

The last entry in McLeod’s diary is dated 21 May 1917.  
It reads:

‘Put on next draft for France. Leaving this 
week. Am packing this notebook in parcel and 
posting it home. I wish I could follow it there.’ 

We don’t know when McLeod returned to New Zealand. 
He was granted land at Enfield, North Otago, as part of  
the land ballot for returned servicemen. In 1928 he  
married Isobel Marshall and they had three children: 
Joy, Calum, and Ken. John McLeod died on 26 November 
1942, aged 55.
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John McLeod in uniform of the Australian Imperial Forces, ca 1915
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John and Isobel McLeod with their children Calum, Ken, and Joy,  
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