
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

"As exciting and well 

written as it is impeccably 

researched…as outstanding in 

its depiction of trench warfare 

as it is dealing with the loves 

and losses of its protagonist, 

Reg.   
     From a farm run by a crotchety 

father in a small village in England, 

through war, im-prisonment and the 

threat of execution, he finds his real 

life in rural Italy with the woman he 

loves on the river that almost drowned 

him."  
 

MMAARRGGEE  PPIIEERRCCYY  
 

"Fascinating, gripping, beautifully 

written and heart wrenching.  

I just love this book." 
 

     MARIA MAZZIOTTI GILLAN     

           American Book Award Winner 
 

An "epic work of historical fiction 

. . .incredibly detailed. . .Harding 

brings the Italian characters to life 

with vivid descriptions, flowing 

prose, and witty dialogue. . .A well-

researched novel of one man’s war 

and redemption." 

    Kirkus Reviews 
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 "A powerful and sweeping 

saga that captures the world's 

long journey towards peace 

and acceptance."  
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BRIEF SUMMARY: 
 

    Surviving the fiercest combat 

in Flanders, a head wound in the 

final and least-publicized great 

battle front of World War I 

(along Italy's Piave River), and 

threatened with execution by 

firing squad for desertion, a 

teenager from West Kent forges 

a new family and future, only to 

find he must once again face a 

life-and-death moment and risk 

everything     this time for love. 
 

Three Women and the River 
or 

The Englishman Who Forgot His Own Name 
 

A love saga of the Great War 
 

by WILLIAM HARRY HARDING 
 

 

Praise for Harding's other books 
 

Alvin's Famous No-Horse (Henry Holt) 

  nominee, Sunshine State Young Readers Award 1996   

 

Mill Song (Holt, Rinehart & Winston) 

"Ruthless, toe-to-toe, no holds barred"       Kirkus Review 
 

Young Hart (Holt, Rinehart & Winston) 

        New Jersey Writer's Award for Merit 1982 
 

"This is brilliant writing."       Donald Newlove 
 

Rainbow  (Holt, Rinehart & Winston) 

Book-of-the-Month Club Featured Alternate 
 

"A neat exercise in fast-paced fiction." 
                   New York Times Book Review 
 

 "For those of you who thought the last great 

American novel was Huckleberry Finn, you can start 

rubbing your eyes and getting them ready for 

Rainbow."    Houston Chronicle 

 

 



  
FULL SUMMARY: 
 

     THREE WOMEN AND THE RIVER  opens in the final months of World War I, 

telling the little-known story of Italy's eastern front     the battle of the Piave 

River     told through the eyes of a young English infantryman in the 11th 

Battalion of The Queen's Own Royal West Kent Regiment, which saw more 

combat and earned more distinction than any other unit in the British Army. 

 

     Still a teen from rural Rusthall, Lance Corporal Reginald Olcutt has seen 

war at its bloodiest and worst, but he didn't count on getting stranded behind 

enemy lines.  Or falling in love.  Or getting captured by the Germans, escaping, 

but arrested for desertion to face a court martial and the promise of being shot 

at dawn.  And he never imagined becoming a father.  

 

     Historical figures appear in every section of the novel.  Some are famous     
Hemingway, Mussolini, Kipling     and some are vital to the era, like Colonel 

Arthur Corfe (among the most heavily decorated soldiers of the Great War and 

Reg's Commanding Officer).  They all interact with Reg. 

 

     The saga spans four generations of families pitted against one another in the 

provincial Italian river village of Colfosco, north of Venice. Even after the war 

ends, Reg must abandon one dream for a new one, and put his life on the line 

again     not for God and Country, but for the love of his life, and for his 

daughters. 
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     "I thought I was through writing novels," Bill Harding told  interviewer Rod Bradley, an L.A. 

writer/film maker and blogger. "But this one just wouldn't let go of me, no matter how hard I tried to 

shake free." 
 

     He has written three novels), a children's book, and screenplays (one for Academy Award winners 

John Avildsen [director] and Jack Palance [actor]), and has spent the last 15 years publishing the San 

Diego Poetry Annual. 
 

     "Novels take so long to write," he said.  "A year at least.  More if there's research.  And it seems I 

always have to do research." 
 

     Three Women and the River encompasses four generations and a world at war.  Seen through the eyes 

of Reg Olcutt, an English teen from rural West Kent, the novel takes place mainly in the provincial 

villages along Italy's Piave River, scene of the final and least-known battles of WWI. 
 

     "There's a brief section told in letters and diary entries," Harding noted. Those pages describe Reg's 

enlistment and the fierce combat he saw in Flanders with the 11th Battalion of the Queen's Own Royal 

West Kent Regiment, the most decorated unit of the British Army.  The rest of the book centers on love, 

family and the lingering effects of war on everything and everyone it touches. 
 

     A key reason for writing the novel was Harding's own experience in combat during the Vietnam War, 

flying for the Navy's Fighter Squadron 92.  "Most war novels depict the horrors of war.  This one is no 

exception, but I hope it shows the unanticipated positive effects, because they're powerful." 
 

     Relying on his squadronmates and learning from them changed him, Harding said.  "They rank among 

the most important influences in my life.  One of them, who went on to become  a Vice Admiral, 

reconfirmed the value of paying attention to the smallest details and how to love that process     like the 

artisans on the Italian side of my family, who built beautiful stone walls, dyed silk in elegant colors, made 

great food and wine." 

            MORE 
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BILL Harding 

1972 

Lieutenant, 

U.S. Navy 

 Fighter Squadron 92 



       Another squadronmate became an astronaut, twice commanding 

the Space Shuttle. "He taught me the absolute necessity of showing 

up," Harding said. "No matter how tired (or hung-over) you were, no 

matter the weather     just show up and do the damn thing."  
 

     That sense of duty, to the job, the squadron, to himself, translated 

into a sense of duty to community for Harding, and served as the 

reason he started the San Diego Poetry Annual in 2006, to unite the 

regional poetry community, and why he helped found the San Diego 

Entertainment + Arts Guild, a non-profit that promotes community 

outreach through poetry workshops for teenagers in Juvenile Hall and 

for Veterans in Jail. "Art has the power to change us," he said. "It 

gets inside us, touches us the way nothing else can." 
 

     Many squadronmates remain his lifelong friends.  "When we get 

together," he said, "it's as if no time has passed."  
 

     They were last reunited in 2016 at the Air and Space Museum in 

Balboa Park, for a reunion with former enemies     fighter pilots from 

Vietnam.  "One of our best," Harding said, "a former C.O. of Top 

Gun, got to meet the son of the pilot he had shot down. It's the only 

time any of us saw him cry. Brought a tear to my eye, too." 
 

     Three Women and the River carries an in memoriam dedication 

to squadronmates who died in the skies above Vietnam, including 

one in the same cockpit when Harding ejected.  "I remember 

everything about that hop," he said, echoing one of the final lines in 

his new novel. "Especially his helmet bobbing in the waves. Part of 

his head was still in it."  
 

     Rescued by a destroyer on Yankee Station in the South China Sea, 

Harding would later make a second combat cruise and wind up 

completing over 200 combat missions. 
 

     "So much of what's happening today," Harding said, "    the 

warlike rhetoric, the divisiveness, the rise of authoritarians     mirrors 

the run-ups to both World Wars of the 20th Century. So it felt as 

though I was writing current news when I was working on the book. 

Scared the hell out of me.  Still does." 
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"No matter how 

tired (or hung-over) 

you were, no matter 

the weather     just 

show up and do the 

damn thing." 

 

    AACCKKNNOOWWLLEEDDGGEEMMEENNTTSS    FFOORR      GGEENNEERROOUUSS  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  AASSSSIISSTTAANNCCEE::  
  

TTHHEE  AAMMEERRIICCAANN  RREEDD  CCRROOSSSS    ——      JJEEAANN  SSHHUULLMMAANN,,  RRNN          VVOOLLUUNNTTEEEERR,,          HHIISSTTOORRIICCAALL  PPRROOGGRRAAMMSS  AANNDD  RREECCOORRDDSS  

  

  
TTHHEE                                                                      QQUUEEEENN''SS  OOWWNN  WWEESSTT  KKEENNTT  RREEGGIIMMEENNTT    ——      HHIISSTTOORRIIAANNSS  AANNDD  AARRCCHHIIVVEESS  

  

                                                                                      CC..TT..  AATTKKIINNSSOONN  
                                                                                                        LLAATTEE  CCAAPPTTAAIINN,,  OOXXFFOORRDD  UUNNIIVVEERRSSIITTYY  OO..TT..CC  

  
  

                             BBRRIIGGAADDIIEERR  GGEENNEERRAALL  SSIIRR  JJAAMMEESS  EEDDWWAARRDD  EEDDMMOONNDDSS  CCBB  CCMMGG  
  

  

                                                                                                CCOOMMBBAATT  SSCCEENNEESS  CCOONNCCUURR  WWIITTHH  HHIISSTTOORRIICCAALL  RREEPPOORRTTSS,,  

                                                                                        AANNDD  OOCCCCUURRRREEDD  OONN  DDAATTEESS  AANNDD  TTIIMMEESS    

                                                                                      AANNDD  IINN  WWEEAATTHHEERR  AASS  DDEEPPIICCTTEEDD,,    

                                                                                              WWIITTHH  CCAASSUUAALLTTIIEESS  CCOONNFFIIRRMMEEDD  BBYY  OOFFFFIICCIIAALL  RREECCOORRDDSS..  

  

 
 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brigadier_General
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Companion_of_the_Order_of_the_Bath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Companion_of_the_Order_of_St_Michael_and_St_George


  

  

     Through the wire, between gaps in the curls of barbs and tilting posts, he could see them 

moving   a helmet glinted under the half moon, then another. And another. They were 

sneaking toward the tree line and the big bend in the river. Barry would be smoking near 

those trees.  

 Reg nudged the new recruit. ”Tell sergeant we've company."   

 The lanky boy, a '99er yet to fire his rifle at the enemy, turned and started coming out of 

his crouch. Reg shoved him back down. "Keep your napper down. Low, the full way."   

 With a gulp, the teenager nodded, made his way in a squatty duck walk toward the place 

the others had tied up the main raft at the high bank, 50 meters downstream. The recruit, 

whose uniform still looked new, should never have been tagged for this foray.  

 At least it was dry here, not the sticky mud of Ypres. On hands and knees, Reg scurried to 

the river, reaching the boulder     a chunk of the Dolomites the current had sent down. He 

made out the glow of a cigarette short of the trees, where the little raft had been secured.  

 Barry had his feet up on a rotting stump. He was blowing smoke rings at the river. Reg 

swatted the cigarette from his lips.  

 "My last fag," Barry said. 

 Holding a finger to his lips, Reg pointed at the tree line. Barry squinted into the darkness, 

brought his rifle up to the ready. "Bloody suicide squad." 

 "Better than a Flanders trench," Reg told him.  

 "We finally get some cushy quiet and we go looking for trouble? With this moon? We're 

idiots." Barry shook his head. "How many?" 

 "At least three.  Cheeky clan     paint their helmets."   

 They listened for footsteps in those trees. "Sending us back to France. It's certain." Barry 

used the stump to steady his aim. "Captain got it straight from Sergeant Major." 

 "When?" 

 "A week. Two at most." Something splintered down river. Barry swung his aim from the 

trees. "Half a mind to wander off and hide in the woods back there. This war never ends." 

 Heavy footsteps pounded the trail along the bank. Capt. Rodgers and Sgt. Jeffs led the 

others at a crouching run. Reg signaled with his hand for them to get lower, but they kept 

coming. The snap of a rifle blasted out of the trees. The Captain stumbled, fell. Sgt. Jeffs hit the 

ground face first, the others behind him doing the same. In that instant, the tree line came 

alive with the crack of rifles.  
 

 

PROLOGUE 
 

The River 
 

19 February 1918 



  

 

Synopsis 

  

    Opening in the final months of World War I and ending with the prelude to World War II, 

THREE WOMEN AND THE RIVER is set primarily in the flood plain of the Piave River, north of 

Venice, Italy. It also offers a glimpse of life in Royal Tunbridge Wells     a city that once 

epitomized the British middle class. 
 

     Actual historical figures, including Rudyard Kipling, Ernest Hemingway and Benito 

Mussolini, play dramatic roles in the life of teenager Reginald Olcutt, Lance Corporal in the 

most celebrated unit of the WWI British Army, the 11th Battalion of the Queen's Own Royal 

West Kent Regiment.  
 

     The novel begins when Reg is wounded, separated from his unit and rescued by a local 

family.  
 

     The second section retraces his two-year journey from enlistment to the opening scenes, 

through diary entries, letters home and dispatches.  
 

     The third part picks up the story back in Italy, where Reg is nursed to health, only to be 

captured by the Germans, then set free during the Battle of the Piave in June, 1918. He is 

unexpectedly arrested for desertion by British Troops and sent back to England to stand court 

martial, facing execution by firing squad. 
  

    A fourth section chronicles Reg's difficulty with his English family and the pending court 

martial. Helped by Kipling, who has praised the young soldier's letters home and diary entries, 

Reg is exonerated and promised a career as a writer, to be mentored by Kipling himself. But 

Reg's heart pulls him back to Gabby, the woman he has fallen in love with. 
 

     By the time he reaches her, in the fifth section, her husband has returned from war and she is 

pregnant. As the secrets of local families reveal themselves, death and greed threaten Reg and 

everyone he cares for, leading to another life and death confrontation at river's edge. 
 

     In an epilogue, set in 1936, following the death of Kipling, Reg hopes to convince his 

stepson about the true price and folly of war. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

EEPPIILLOOGGUUEE  
 

The Flower 

of Grass 
 

11 March 1936 

Wednesday   
 

     He read Mr. Quaite's letter several times before he believed it. Mr. Kipling 

and King George V had died within days of each other. The news, now almost 

two months old, didn't match the sunny winter day, the last swelling of the 

river glistening cold on its way toward a new growing season. 

 He glanced at the bookcase built into the back wall of the little house. The 

middle shelf, reserved for inscribed copies, held A Farewell to Arms, Mrs. 

Dalloway, both Jungle Books.  

 Above the nook where Gabby once slept, faces in framed photos stared 

back at him. Mr. Quaite and his sister stood with Mr. Kipling in front of 

Bateman's. Scrawled in the gray space next to a now famous novelist's grin: To 

my pal, Reggie     We lived this     Ernie. The note from Virginia Woolf, expressing 

her gratitude for his input that Mr. Quaite had arranged when she was visiting 

a friend, some baroness in Kent, bore a big signature and a curious, 

unnecessary period at the end of her last name. A signed copy of The Gods of 

the Copybook Headings poem carried Mr. Kipling's thanks and encouragement:  

For Reg      Your idea, remember? Where is your novel?      Kip. 

 Closer to his desk, cluttered with stacks of notes surrounding the black 

Olivetti M2 typewriter with its raised feet and open sides, a copy of 

Mussolini's newspaper feature about him hung off a peg. That frame went 

lopsided each time he shut the door. He didn't look anything like that young 

soldier seated on the hospital bed. He ran a finger over the hard groove in his 

scalp, just above the V-shaped scar at his temple.  
 

  For all flesh is as grass, and all the glory of man as 

the flower of grass. The grass withereth, and the 

flower thereof falleth away.  
First Book of Peter, chapter 1, verse 24: 

  Lymer & Hart 
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Lymer & Hart (390 pp.) 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 

In Harding’s (Alvin’s Famous No-Horse, 1992, etc.) epic work of historical fiction, a young British soldier’s life is 

changed forever in Italy during World War I. 

 

Reg Olcutt, an aspiring writer, is sent into combat, and although he survives the mud of Flanders and trench warfare, he 

nearly loses his life on a patrol along Italy’s Piave River. He’s rescued on the riverbank by a young woman named 

Gabriella, and he recuperates with her family in the Italian countryside. Reg is happy there until he’s captured by the 

Germans; later, he’s reunited with British soldiers. Despite his injuries and the impending end of the war, however, he’s 

sent home to be court-martialed for desertion. Reg awaits trial in his hometown, managing to keep the village’s 

newspaper running and forming a timely and helpful acquaintance with author Rudyard Kipling. Reg has a future in 

England, but he can’t escape his memories of Italy and the lovely woman who saved his life. Harding’s narrative is a 

lengthy tome that spans many years and countries. Reg travels from Italy to England and back again as he chases an 

unexpected future. The novel is incredibly detailed and delves into topics ranging from trench talk to the operation of a 

printing press. Though the research is impeccable, Harding’s thoroughness does bog down some portions of the novel, 

particularly in a section featuring Reg’s letters and diary entries. But the pace picks up with the conclusion of the war, as 

Reg adapts to civilian life in England and, later, Italy. It’s enjoyable to watch a small-town boy cross paths with famous 

figures of the day, including Kipling and Benito Mussolini, although the most satisfying interactions are with Reg’s 

Italian family. Harding brings the Italian characters to life with vivid descriptions, flowing prose, and witty dialogue. 

There are moments when Reg seems doomed to unhappiness, and it’s difficult to guess where the wayward solider will 

land, but Harding pulls together many narrative threads in a neat conclusion. Reg’s story is hard-earned and overlaid 

with tragedy yet somehow feels just right. 

 

A well-researched novel of one man’s war and redemption. 

 

  



  

   Three Women and the River or The Englishman Who Forgot His Own Name tells the vivid story of 

World War I in Europe and an aspiring writer who finds himself caught up not in the throes of literary 

achievement, but in the struggles and aftermath of war. 
  

   Reg Olcutt experiences a series of trials in Italy during his service, from surviving battle to being 

rescued by Gabriella, whose family tends to him until he is captured by the Germans and eventually 

returns to his homeland, England. 
  

   After taking a winding journey far from his literary passions, can Reg forget the woman who cared for 

him as he resumes some semblance of normal life at home after experiencing the horrors of war? 

  

   The theme of an ordinary citizen and boy turned soldier, exposed to a series of challenges to mental 

and physical survival, and returned to home and hearth where everything seems different is not an 

unusual one; but what is notable in Three Women and the River is how adept William Harry Harding is 

at weaving historical fact into fiction. He deftly recreates the social and political atmosphere of Reg's 

times as he encounters the literary and political contemporaries that challenge his thinking. 
  

   The love story subplot provides a gentle undercurrent of hope embellishing a situation which is often 

dire, as Reg faces a trial and accusation of desertion, with death the punishment for his actions in the 

field. 
  

   Three women enter and leave his life at different times, each holding keys to Reg's safety and 

happiness. As his journey from a small English farm to the wilds of Italy includes both redemption and 

romance, readers are treated to an epic swing through World War I that personalizes the milieu and 

experiences of the times. 
  

   Harding's ability to juxtapose bigger life experiences with Reg's return to environments that hold faded 

connections and new associations based on his trials makes for especially evocative passages that 

illustrate the changes war that brings to the world: "In the place Gabby's garden once stood, Reg found 

the pockmarked wheel hub that had served as a bird bath for her blue jay. Small green stalks grew out of 

it. He broke one off, breathed in the scent of licorice. Following the gentle slope above the flood plain, 

he walked toward the smoke, his mind flooded by memories he didn't know he had of approaches made 

on burning buildings in Flanders, where Germans hid or lay in wait." 
  

   From PTSD to ongoing survival challenges, Reg's experiences translate to a powerful and sweeping 

saga that captures the world's long journey towards peace and acceptance. 
  

   Any historical novel reader interested in World War I's lasting impact on Europe will find Reg's story a 

satisfying microcosm reflecting a greater story of the times." 
 

—  D. Donovan  

Senior Reviewer 
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                     phone: 1-608-835-7937 
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published in The Paterson Literary Review, LIPS and the San 

Diego Poetry Annual. He chairs the San Diego Entertainment 

+ Arts Guild (SDEAG) non-profit and publishes the San Diego 
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FULL BIO: 
 

     WILLIAM HARRY HARDING has written three novels, all from Holt, Rinehart & Winston:  Rainbow 

(1979; Book-of-the-Month Club featured alternate), Young Hart (1982; New Jersey Writer's Award 

of Merit) and Mill Song (1985; excerpted in Italian American Writers of New Jersey [Rutgers 

University Press: 2003]). His children's book, Alvin's Famous No-Horse (Henry Holt: 1992), 

illustrated by Michael Chesworth, has been translated into three languages and was nominated for 

the Sunshine State Young Readers Award in 1996. 
 

     Twice-nominated for a Pushcart Prize in Fiction, his poems and short fiction have appeared 

recently in the Paterson Literary Review and LIPS Magazine.. 
 

     In 2004, he founded the San Diego Poetry Annual, which began publication in 2006 and now 

includes three separate volumes, including a bilingual anthology featuring poems written in Spanish 

and the Kids! San Diego Poetry Annual. The complete annual is part of the permanent collections of 

the San Diego City and County library systems, college and university libraries and the libraries of 

independent cities throughout the region.            
 

     He served as Book Critic for Westways (1980-90), Sports Editor of The Californian (1986-91) 

and contributed literary criticism to the Los Angeles Times.  
 

     Founding President and Chairman of the 501(c)(3) non-profit San Diego Entertainment + Arts 

Guild (SDEAG), he is a member of ASCAP, Writer's Guild of America, West, The Author's Guild, 

and The Academy of American Poets.      
 

     Under the stage name Franco Z, he led the jazz band Z-BOP!, performing at festivals and venues 

throughout Southern California from 2005 through 2017.   
 

     Bill Harding's community involvement includes helping create the Temecula Valley Little 

League (1981), coaching Little League, Senior League and all-star teams and serving as assistant 

coach of the Linfield High School team that won four CIF-SS championships (1991-96).  He was a 

board member and president of the Vallecitos School District governing board for six years and 

published The Rainbow News, a quarterly, for 23 years (1991-2014). He offers guidance to The 

Transparency Project that videotapes local school board meetings.   
 

     Harding came to San Diego in 1969 to fly F4J Phantom II jets for the U.S. Navy, completing over 

200 combat missions in Fighter Squadron 92 aboard the aircraft carriers USS America and USS 

Constellation (1970-72), and served as Deputy Director, Office of Information, Los Angeles and as 

the Navy's Representative of Film Production Support (1972-74). 

 
 


