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63. John Alex Veitch – One Man’s War 

 
The Story 

A soldier’s handwritten letter, marked with a bullet hole, 
has been unearthed by researchers investigating life in 
war-time Perthshire. 

 

The tragic story of Pitlochry-born John Alex Veitch, who 
died just six months after his conscription, will help 
historians establish the full impact of World War One on 
the Perth and Kinross area. 

 

During his military service, Mr Veitch wrote to his 
mother, father and two sisters back home in Pitlochry. 

 

Perth and Kinross archives hold more than 200 of his 
personal letters. A bullet hole can be seen on one of the letters, as well as on an old cigarette case. 

 
The letters show exchanges from Mr Veitch, reassuring his family back home. “There is no need to 
worry over me as I am all right and quite well,” he wrote. 

 

His mother responded: “We all hope and trust that you will get through it all safely.” The archive also 
contains his final letter and the telegram informing the Veitch family of his death. 

 
Source: Young soldier’s tragic story remembered as part of WWI research 
https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/perth-kinross/383664/young-soldiers-tragic-story-remembered- 
as-part-of-wwi-research/ 

 

The Artist 

Arianna Vettraino is a third year Illustration student studying at Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art 
and Design. She aspires to use Illustration in the future as a way to communicate and help with 
education. 

 
Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art and Design Website: ariannavettraino.myportfolio.com 

 

Artist’s Response 
What touched me most about John Veitch’s story was his relationship with his family; sending over 
200 letters to them in such a short period of time (roughly 6 months). 

 
I decided to focus on the letters as imagery for my prints because I felt they were a moving act of love 
between Veitch and his family - in a time of such overwhelming tragedy and conflict. I created an 
illustration of 20 letters representing those sent by Veitch to his family. The last letter (bottom right) 

http://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/perth-kinross/383664/young-soldiers-tragic-story-remembered-
http://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/perth-kinross/383664/young-soldiers-tragic-story-remembered-
http://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/perth-kinross/383664/young-soldiers-tragic-story-remembered-
http://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/news/local/perth-kinross/383664/young-soldiers-tragic-story-remembered-
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has a bullet hole through it to reflect the reality of one being found through one of Veitch’s letters, as 
well as representing his death and the end of letters being sent from him to his family. 

 

The Background to the Story 

The Veitch Family Collection 
This family archive is a collection of photographs, papers, some other items and 201 letters from John 
Alex Veitch while at school, university, in London, and then as a British soldier in 1917. The war time 
letters are of particular interest because they offer an insight into the day to day life of a young soldier. 
This informal information such as this help to give us a more indepth view of the events at that time 
than official reports might provide. 

 

Who was John Alex Veitch? 
John Alexander Veitch was born in Perthshire on 23 March 1897. He lived with his parents and his 
two younger sisters Janet (known as Netta) and Agnes Jane in Pitlochry. He went to Perth Academy 
and then then Glasgow University. In 1914 he graduated and went to work for the Inland Revenue in 
London just as the war was beginning. 

 

John Alex was conscripted into the army in February 1917 and joined the London Scottish Regiment. 
After completing his basic training, he was sent out to the Western Front in July 1917. He didn’t see 
action until November 1917 at the Battle of Cambrai. Sadly, John Alex was badly wounded in the first 
few days of the battle and he died of his wounds on 25 November 1917 at the age of 20. 

 

Uncovering the Veitch Family Collection 
That tragic death might have been the end of John Alex’s story if it were not for his family who 
mourned his loss deeply and never forgot him. They kept all of the letters to and from him as well as 
all his belongings. In 1985, after the death of Netta Veitch, the Veitch family home in Pitlochry, was 
cleared. It was then that a room full of John Alex’s belongings was discovered. The room was described 
as being a shrine to the young soldier. The items in the room formed what is now known as the Veitch 
Family Collection. 

 

The Veitch belongings were kept by the solicitor dealing with the estate until being given to a local 
man Robert Robertson. Robert was gathering items and artifacts with the hope of setting up a 
museum and archive in Pitlochry. He stored the Veitch papers along with the rest of his collection in a 
cupboard in the Pitlochry Town offices. Sadly, he was unable to realise his dream of setting up a 
museum. All his collected items remained in the cupboard, until his death in 1999, when they were 
transferred to the Perth & Kinross Archives. 

 

In 2016, Assistant Archivist Sarah Wilcock was looking for material to focus on for her contribution to 
‘Explore Your Archive’. Every November ‘Explore Your Archive’ celebrates the work done by archives 
across Scotland and provides an opportunity to highlight items in their collections. For Sarah, the 
Veitch Family collection really stood out as an unusually intact family archive. For every letter that 
John Alex sent, there is a corresponding letter from his family. 

 

Sarah used John Alex’s letters and photographs to develop teaching resources for S3 pupils about 
WW1, and the importance of archives. She also worked with some young local actors to produce a 
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short film based on readings of some of the letters. So now,over 100 years after his death, John Alex 
Veitch lives on in the memories of young people in his home town and hopefully throughout Scotland 
too. 

 

Online resources for Veitch Family Collection 

The Culture Perth & Kinross Podcast 

Season 3: Episode 7 - John Alex Veitch 
Dr Nicky Small discusses discuss the archive collection of John Alex Veitch with Perth and Kinross 
Archives, Assistant Archivist, Sarah Wilcock. 
https://podcasts.apple.com/gb/podcast/season-3-episode-7-john-alex- 
veitch/id1474783253?i=1000476067873 

 

First World War Education Resource 
The Experience of a First World War Soldier: a new school resource from Perth & Kinross Archive 
https://www.culturepk.org.uk/archive-local-family-history/projects/perth-and-kinross- 
remembers/blog/first-world-war-education-resource/ 

 

Giving a Voice to a First World War Soldier https://youtu.be/2T9SAuFi4uU 
In 2018, Perth & Kinross Assistant Archivist Sarah Wilcock, worked with a group of local young actors 
to bring to life the letters and World War One experiences of John Alex Veitch. 

 

Activities 

1. Watch the Giving a Voice to a First World War Soldier. In groups discuss the following 
questions: 

 

What kind of person do you think John Alex was? Do you like him? Why? 

What information, if any, did you find surprising or of particular interest in John Alex’s letters? 

Postal censorship meant that John Alex had to be careful about what he wrote in his letters. 

What kind of things did he have to avoid writing about? What other reasons would John Alex 
have for being careful about what he wrote to his family? 

 

How has finding out about John Alex’s letters affected your thoughts about a soldier’s 
experiences on the Western Front? 

 

2. Imagine that you are a member of John Alex’s family and write a letter to either the local 
paper or a family friend to tell them about John Alex and his death. 

 
3. Ask your family if they have letters that are important to them and find out why they are 

important? If possible, take a photo of the letter and record the story about it, either by 
writing it down or as a video or audio recording. 

http://www.culturepk.org.uk/archive-local-family-history/projects/perth-and-kinross-
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4. If you haven’t already done so, start your own personal archive. What kind of things will you 
include in it? How will you store it and keep it safe? 

 

5. Find out about your local archive. Look at the website and find out about the items that are 
stored there. and either visit it or ask the archivist to visit the school. 

 
6. Letters to and from home 

https://www.greatwardundee.com/at-the-front/letters-to-and-from-home/ 
 

This webpage shows an example of worried letter from home, an embroidered Sweetheart 
Postcard and a telegram bearing bad news. 

 

Discuss what life must have been like for people waiting for news from their loved ones 
fighting the war and for the postal workers having to deliver the letters, postcards and 
telegrams. 

 

Write a short monologue for a person waiting for news or the postal worker delivering it. If 
possible make an audio or video recording of the monologue as an audio or video and/or 
perform it to the class. 

 

7. Arianna Vettraino, the artist who created the art work to accompany John Alex’s story, said 
that she was touched by his close relationship with his family and the numbers of letters that 
he wrote. Think about what has interested or inspired you in particular about John Alex’s story 
and create an artistic work in response. It may be a painting drawing, woodcut, photograph, 
poem, story, song, video, piece of music, embroidery, knitting or animation. It could even be a 
cake. 

http://www.greatwardundee.com/at-the-front/letters-to-and-from-home/
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A Very Brief History of Letter writing 

Since ancient times, the only way to communicate with someone who was a long distance away was 
to write them a letter. Nowadays we think of letters as being written on paper. However, the earliest 
letters were written on a number of different surfaces such as wax-covered wood blocks (or tablets), 
metal, bamboo, silk, pottery, animal skin and papyrus (a thick paper like material made from a 
wetland plant). 

 

The paper making process is believed to have begun in China in the Eastern Han period (25 – 220AD). 
Paper started to appear in Europe in the 11th century. At that time, it was made from hemp and linen. 
The wood-based papers that we are familiar with today were invented in the 19th century. With the 
advent of this much cheaper paper, books, and newspapers became more affordable to the middle 
and working classes. Keeping diaries and writing letters was no longer the privilege of the upper 
classes. 

 

Letters were, and are, incredibly important in communicating not only business transactions and 
matters of state but also scientific research and observations, philosophical ideas, technological 
inventions, news, stories, religious concepts, political views, and to express emotions. It could be 
argued that civilisation was built upon this wide spread flow of written information. 

 

Many historical and religious books are based on collections of letters. The letters in the New 
Testament from Apostles to Christians are usually referred to as epistles. Islamic literature also 
includes examples of collections of epistles or rasã ‘il. For example, Rasāʾre Ikhwān al-Safa (Epistles of 
the Brethren of Purity) is an encyclopaedia of 52 letters or treatise, that covers a wide range of 
subjects including mathematics, music, natural sciences, astronomy, politics, religion, ethics and even 
magic. The purpose of this work was to train the soul for the hereafter. 

 

By the middle of the 18th century, letters of an academic nature were not only written for individual 
readers but could be gathered into literacy journals to be read by academic communities. In 1740, 
English writer Samuel Richardson wrote what is considered to be the first true English novel, ‘Pamela: 
or, Virtue Rewarded’. It is an example of an epistolary novel i.e. the story is told through a series of 
letters and it sought to entertain as well as instruct. 

 

Most letters are meant to be private between one person and another. However, during periods of 
war or times of national crisis, governments will examine or inspect all items of mail including private 
letters. This is called Postal Censorship and has been going on since antiquity. It is deemed necessary 
for reasons of national security and both civilian and military mail can be subject to scrutiny. 

 
In WWI censorship played an important role and each country had its own form of censorship. In Great 
Britain all mail was sent to censorship offices in London and Liverpool. Soldiers like John Alex Veitch 
knew that someone in the censorship office would be reading their letters and so they avoided 
including details that might be too personal or controversial. Sometimes they would give letters to 
soldiers heading home for leave to avoid the censors. They did this so that they could be more honest 
with their families and could prevent more private information being seen by strangers rather than 
more treasonous purposes. 
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Personal letters have always been of great interest to historians. However, the information gained from 
the letters is limited to the people who are writing and receiving the letters. Up until the middle of the 
19th century most letters were written by the upper classes, business men, clergy, and scholars. Most 
women, the lower classes and slaves were not allowed to read or write. This means that there is a large 
gap in our historical knowledge and understanding of the activities, ideas and personal lives of a large 
part of society. With improved education for the working classes and the production of cheap paper, 
letter writing did more accessible from the middle of the 19th century. For this reason we have a much 
better understanding of the experiences of people from the late 19th century and the whole of the 20th 

century than from any time before that. 
 

Letter writing remained relatively commonplace until the advent of email, mobile phones and social 
media in the late 20th and early 21st century. These inventions allowed immediate communication 
with minimal inconvenience and with their increased use throughout the world, letter writing 
declined quickly. What will mean for future historians? What insights will they gain from texts, 
messages, tweets and instagram? Will such things even last long enough to be regarded as historical 
documents? 

 

Online Resources 

Letters of Note https://lettersofnote.com/ 
An online museum of correspondence from famous people throughout history. 

 
Signed, Sealed, Delivered: How Messages were sent in the Middle Ages 
https://www.medievalists.net/2014/05/signed-sealed-delivered/ 

 

Children's Books with Letters, Mail, Notes, Diaries, Journals, or Postcards 
List of children’s books with stories based around letters, diaries, journals, or postcards. 
https://www.goodreads.com/list/show/5210.Children_s_Books_with_Letters_Mail_Notes_Diaries_Jo 
urnals_or_Postcards 

 

BBC Bitesize How to write a formal letter 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/zv7fqp3/articles/zkq8hbk 

 

BBC Teach: Writing a letter 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/skillswise/writing-a-letter/zbc8vk7 

 

The Post Office and the First World War 
https://www.postalmuseum.org/collections/ww1/ 

 
The Great War – Life Through a Child’s Eye: Censorship in World War 1 
https://www.funkidslive.com/learn/great-war/censorship-in-world-war-one/ 

http://www.medievalists.net/2014/05/signed-sealed-delivered/
http://www.goodreads.com/list/show/5210.Children_s_Books_with_Letters_Mail_Notes_Diaries_Jo
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/zv7fqp3/articles/zkq8hbk
http://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/skillswise/writing-a-letter/zbc8vk7
http://www.postalmuseum.org/collections/ww1/
http://www.funkidslive.com/learn/great-war/censorship-in-world-war-one/
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Activities 

1. Discuss or debate the importance of the decline in letter writing. Does it really matter? 
 

2. Write a letter to your favourite fictional character either to tell them what you think about 
their adventures OR to ask them if you can join them in their next adventure and why you 
think you would be useful to them. 

 

3. Write a formal letter to either complain about or praise something they have done or are 
responsible for. It might be a letter to the editor of a local newspaper, or a local Councillor or 
the First Minister or someone in your school who has done something noteworthy. 

 

4. Write a letter to your future self. It might be for you to open at the end of this academic year or 
when you are a few years older. Tell your future self what you hope to have achieved by the 
time you read the letter again. What is important to you at the moment? What is happening in 
your world and what do you hope will have changed? 

 

5. As a class project, create a presentation or a podcast or a video about the history of human 
communications. 

 

6. Carry out a survey of your class to find out which communication tool (letters, phone calls, 
emails, texts, twitter, Instagram, Facebook etc) is used most or most popular. You could extend 
this survey to include other pupils, teachers and/or family members. Record their ages as well 
as their preferred tool to see if there is a link between age and preference. 

 

7. Postal censorship is important for national security in WWI. Obviously, the Government were 
keen that details of military activities and positions weren’t being divulged but they also didn’t 
want the general public learning the true extent of the conditions on the Western Front. They 
also wanted people to believe the propaganda that it was promoting. Discuss what kind of 
information would soldiers and their families need to be kept secret and why? 

 

8. Modern technology and the internet are great for communication but they also pose a danger 
for our national security, personal security and freedom of speech. Research how the internet 
and new technologies are influencing democracy across the world and what social media and 
internet companies are doing to prevent the threats. 

 

9. Find out what can you do to keep yourself safe online? 
The following websites have online safety advice, games and teaching resources to help keep 
children and young people safe online: 

 

Childnet https://www.childnet.com/ 
Safer internet Day https://www.saferinternet.org.uk/safer-internet-day/ Into 
Film: Online Safety https://www.intofilm.org/online-safety 

http://www.childnet.com/
http://www.saferinternet.org.uk/safer-internet-day/
http://www.intofilm.org/online-safety
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The Declaration of Arbroath – Scotland’s most famous letter? 

The Declaration of Arbroath is one of Scotland’s most important historical documents. It was written 
on the 6 April 1320 in Arbroath Abbey and is famous for the line: 

 

“It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but 
for freedom alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.” 

 

The document is not actually a declaration of independence, although that is how it is seen by some 
today. It is in fact a letter to Pope John XXII from thirty nine of Scotland’s most powerful barons and 
earls, asking the Pope to recognise Robert the Bruce’s claim to the Scottish throne and thereby 
remove the threat of an English invasion. In return they offer to possibly support his crusades in the 
Holy Lands. 

 
The original document, being a letter, was sent to the Pope in Avignon. The only surviving copy is a 
medieval copy of the original which is cared for by the National Records of Scotland. It is rarely 
displayed because of its very fragile condition. 

 

1. The National Museum of Scotland 
https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/scottish-history-and-archaeology/the- 
declaration-of-arbroath/ 
This article includes a podcast about the background to the document and why it is of such 
interest today. 

 

2. National Records of Scotland The Declaration of Arbroath 
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/declaration#downloadable-resource 
This webpage includes historical information about and images of the Declaration of Arbroath, 
which can be downloaded as a commemorative booklet, as can a transcription and translation 
of the Declaration letter. 

 

3. The 1320 Scottish Declaration of Independence 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vXTUD9Zetpk 
A short video that clearly explains the Declaration and how forward thinking it’s creators were. 

 
4. The Declaration of Arbroath https://vimeo.com/401599947 

A 1⁄2 hr documentary to celebrate the 700th anniversary of the Declaration of Arbroath. 
 

5. Scots Radio: The Declaration of Arbroath https://soundcloud.com/scotsradio/declaration-of- 
arbroath 
A programme to celebrate 700th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Arbroath 
explores the significance of this historic document - then and now. 

 

6. Arbroath 2020 Festival https://arbroathfestival.com/ 
The official website for the 701st anniversary celebrations of the signing of the Declaration of 
Arbroath. 

http://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/scottish-history-and-archaeology/the-
http://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/declaration#downloadable-resource
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vXTUD9Zetpk

