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A NOTE TO THE TEXT


The letters from which this book has been composed are in the Vera Brittain Archive of the William Ready Division of Archives and Research Collections, McMaster University Library, Hamilton, Ontario. They preserve, to an extraordinary and perhaps unique extent, two major correspondences of the First World War, and one side of three others.


To Vera Brittain, who later drew on the letters in writing Testament of Youth (1933), we owe their preservation. Her brother Edward and fiancé Roland both sent back to her, for safe-keeping, the letters she wrote them (64 and 142 respectively); and she carefully stored the letters they, and Victor Richardson and Geoffrey Thurlow, wrote her (Edward 136; Roland 108; Victor 35; Geoffrey 22). Geoffrey’s letters to Edward (41) came into her possession after the latter’s death. These sets appear to be complete, apart from Edward’s final letter or letters to Vera, and her letters to Edward between June 1917 and June 1918.


In addition, some letters by Roland and Victor to Edward (8 each), by Edward to Roland (1) and Geoffrey (1), and by Vera to Geoffrey (2), have survived. The Brittain Archive also holds extensive related correspondences or communications, including telegrams, Field Service and other postcards, letters of condolence, and family letters – notably those between Vera and Edward and their parents (Vera’s letters to her mother partially replace those missing from her correspondence with Edward).


The editors’ main task in preparing the text has been to abridge the many (often very long) letters so as to lay bare the vivid and moving personal stories they tell, against the historical background of a cataclysm that destroyed four of the five writers. In general, it has been necessary to reduce the letters considerably in number and length. Vera’s letters have been reduced more than the four men’s, and some episodes detailed in Testament of Youth or Chronicle of Youth (her diary of the period) are minimally represented.


The selected letters, or excerpts from letters, are chronologically arranged. We have attempted to retain what is significant, personally and historically, in their content, and what is characteristic, idiosyncratic, in their writing.


Omissions within letters are indicated by the conventional three stops. Where multiple stops and asterisks were used as punctuation by the writers (especially Roland and Vera), these have been standardised at five. Punctuation has not been altered generally unless confusing or disturbingly incorrect. However, Vera Brittain frequently has dashes where full-stops are normal – presumably a result of rapid writing: these have been rendered as stops unless clearly intended as dashes.


Misspellings and other obvious minor errors have been corrected silently; but idiosyncratic variants like ‘alright’ and ‘temporally’ have been retained. Missing or obviously erroneous words have been replaced, within square brackets. Addresses and salutations have been standardised, once established; but significant changes in them are shown. Paragraphing has been imposed occasionally where a systematically larger gap between sentences suggested that the writer intended an economical alternative to conventional paragraphing.


We have avoided interpolations except to give necessary bridging information. Biographical and chronological information relating to the main figures will be found before the Introduction; brief explanatory notes, keyed to pagination, will be found after the letters; and, before the Index, a selective bibliography.


We hope that, in our editorial principles and all our editorial decisions, we have done justice to letters we love and admire.
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The Western Front in December 1915




CHRONOLOGY













	1893
	Birth of Vera Mary Brittain (29 December) at Newcastle-under-Lyme, north Staffordshire.




	1895
	Birth of Geoffrey Robert Youngman Thurlow at Chingford, Essex (5 March); birth of Victor Richardson at Hove, west Sussex (18 March); birth of Roland Aubrey Leighton in London (27 March); birth of Edward Harold Brittain at Macclesfield, Cheshire (30 November).




	1908
	Geoffrey Thurlow goes to Chigwell School in Essex.




	1909
	Roland, Edward and Victor go to Uppingham School in Rutland.




	1911
	Vera leaves St Monica’s School at Kingswood in Surrey and returns home to Buxton, Derbyshire.




	1913
	Vera meets Roland at the Uppingham School ‘Old Boys’ (June); Vera rejects a proposal of marriage from Bertram Spafford (September);Edward sits the New College Entrance Examination at Oxford (December).




	1914
	Vera wins a Somerville College exhibition (March); Roland stays with the Brittains at Buxton (April); the Uppingham School Speech Day (11 July); the outbreak of war (4 August); Vera passes the Oxford Senior Examination (August); Roland is acting recruitment officer at Lowestoft (September); Vera goes up to Somerville, Geoffrey to University College, Oxford; Roland enlists as a second lieutenant in the 4th Norfolks (October); Edward is gazetted as a second lieutenant in the 10th Sherwood Foresters, Victor in the 4th Royal Sussex Regiment (November); Vera and Roland meet in London (December).




	1915
	Geoffrey leaves Oxford and enlists as a second lieutenant in the 10th Sherwood Foresters; Vera begins her second term at Oxford; Victor catches cerebro-spinal meningitis while in camp at Horsham, and is removed to hospital in Brighton for seven weeks (January); Roland visits Vera in Buxton before leaving for the Front with the 7th Worcesters (March); Vera begins her third term at Oxford (April) Vera takes Pass Mods. before going down from Oxford in order to nurse as a VAD at the Devonshire Hospital in Buxton (June); Roland on leave in England (August); Geoffrey goes to the Front with the 10th Sherwood Foresters; Vera starts nursing at the 1st London General Hospital, Camberwell (November); Roland is wounded while leading an expedition to repair the barbed wire in front of trenches at Hébuterne, and dies at the Casualty Clearing Station at Louvencourt (23 December); at the Grand Hotel in Brighton, Vera learns of Roland’s death while waiting for him to come home on leave (26 December).




	1916
	Edward departs for the Front with the 11th Sherwood Foresters; Geoffrey suffers shell shock and a face wound during heavy bombardment at Ypres (February); Vera visits Geoffrey in hospital at Fishmongers’ Hall in London (February–March); Edward returns to England on leave (June); Edward is injured on the first day of the Battle of the Somme (1 July) leading the first wave of his company’s attack, and is sent to the 1st London General in Camberwell; Geoffrey returns to France; Edward is awarded the Military Cross (August); Vera travels to Malta to nurse at St George’s Hospital; Victor transfers to the 9th King’s Royal Rifles, and leaves for France (September).




	1917
	Victor is badly wounded during an attack at Arras (9 April), and arrives in England for specialist treatment at the 2nd London General Hospital in Chelsea (19 April), where he is visited by Edward; Geoffrey is killed in action at Monchy-le-Preux in an attack on the Scarpe (23 April); Vera receives two cables from England, the first tells her that Victor’s sight is now gone, the second informs her of Geoffrey’s death (1 May); Vera arrives back in England (28 May);Victor dies in hospital (9 June) and is buried at Hove; Edward returns to the Front (30 June); Vera begins nursing at the 24th General at Étaples (August); Edward is posted, with the 11th Sherwood Foresters, to the Italian Front in northern Italy.




	1918
	Vera and Edward on leave together in London (January); Vera nurses at Étaples during Ludendorff’s great offensive (March–April); she is forced to break her VAD contract to return home to care for her parents (end of April); Edward is killed in action during a counter-attack against the Austrian offensive on the Asiago Plateau (15 June); Vera and her father receive the telegram containing the news of Edward’s death (22 June); Vera’s first book, Verses of a V.A.D., which includes elegies to Roland, Edward, Victor and Geoffrey, is published by Erskine Macdonald (August); Vera is working as a VAD at Queen Alexandra’s Hospital on Millbank when the Armistice is declared (11 November).








BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES


Correspondents and other individuals referred to frequently throughout the text:













	
Vera:
	Vera Brittain (1893–1970). Educated at St Monica’s School, Kingswood, and Somerville College, Oxford (1914–15, 1919–21); served as a VAD in London, Malta and France, 1914–19; postwar career as a writer, feminist and pacifist. Her most famous book is Testament of Youth (1933).




	
Roland:
	Roland Leighton (1895–1915). Educated at Uppingham School, Rutland; served as a second lieutenant in the 4th Norfolk and 7th Worcestershire regiments, 1914–15; died of wounds near Hébuterne, 1915, and buried at Louvencourt.




	
Edward:
	Edward Brittain (1895–1918). Educated at Uppingham School, Rutland; served as a second lieutenant and captain in the 10th and 11th Sherwood Foresters, 1914–18; awarded the MC in 1916; killed in action on the Asiago Plateau in 1918, and buried at Granezza.




	
Victor (Tar/Tah):
	Victor Richardson (1895–1917). Educated at Uppingham School, Rutland; served as a second lieutenant in the 4th Royal Sussex Regiment and the 9th King’s Royal Rifle Corps, 1914–17, died in London of wounds received in the Battle of Arras, 1917, and buried at Hove; awarded the MC posthumously.




	
Geoffrey:
	Geoffrey Thurlow (1895–1917). Educated at Chigwell School, Essex, and University College Oxford; served as a second lieutenant in the 10th Sherwood Foresters, 1915–17; killed in action at Monchy-le-Preux, 1917; buried in an unmarked grave.




	
Mr Brittain:
	Thomas Arthur Brittain (1864–1935). Father of Vera and Edward Brittain. Director of paper mills, Brittains Ltd, 1890–1915.




	
Mrs Brittain:
	Edith Brittain (1868–1948), née Bervon. Mother of Vera and Edward Brittain.




	
Mrs Leighton:
	Marie Connor Leighton (c. 1865–1941). Mother of Roland Leighton. Writer of serial stories for the Northcliffe Press, and the author of some eighty books, including Convict 99 (co-written with her husband Robert, 1898), and Boy of My Heart (1916), a memoir of Roland (published anonymously).




	
Mr Leighton:
	Robert Leighton (1858–1934). Father of Roland Leighton. In 1896 he became the first literary editor of the Daily Mail. Author of popular adventure books for boys.








INTRODUCTION


‘Nothing in the papers, not the most vivid & heartbreaking descriptions, have made me realise war like your letters.’ This was Vera Brittain writing to Roland Leighton, her future fiancé, on 17 April 1915, little more than a fortnight after he had arrived on the Western Front; and her judgement might appropriately be extended to the other letters which make up this present collection. They were written in the years 1913 to 1918 between Vera Brittain and the four young men – Roland Leighton, Vera’s younger brother Edward, and their two close friends, Victor Richardson and Geoffrey Thurlow – who were killed in the course of the First World War. Taken together, this correspondence presents a remarkable and profoundly moving portrait of five young people caught up in the cataclysm of total war, writing and responding to one another’s reactions and to the tumultuous events as they occurred.


Few collections of First World War letters span the duration of the conflict, or present both sides of the correspondence. Fewer still contain both male and female perspectives. Furthermore, the broader picture which these letters provide allows us to see and understand the war from a variety of points of view: that of the young officer in the trenches, of the volunteer nurse in military hospitals at home and abroad, and here and there, too, are glimpses of what life was like for the civilian population on the home front. Letters From a Lost Generation offers important historical testimony, then; but it also tells a powerful story of idealism, disillusionment, and personal tragedy representative of the common experience of thousands of people throughout Britain at this time. Perhaps best of all, the letters convey the uncertainty, confusion, and almost unbearable suspense of wartime.


Only a small proportion of the 560 or so letters from which this selection has been made have ever been published before, though they formed the backbone of Testament of Youth (1933), Vera Brittain’s bestselling account of her First World War experiences. When she began to write the book in 1929, she was determined to quote freely from the personal letters which survived in her own and in her mother Edith’s possession, but inevitably she was in the end prevented from being as frank and open in her use of them as she had hoped, by the restrictions of copyright. In the cases of Victor Richardson and Geoffrey Thurlow, for example, she was forced to rely heavily on paraphrase.


This current edition deliberately includes only the passages we consider to be of the greatest interest and significance and complete letters, therefore, have in many instances not been printed. It has also been our intention that the main focus throughout should be on the four men. While Vera Brittain remains, of course, pivotal to the drama that unfolds, it is also true that her war experiences have become increasingly familiar in the past twenty years as Testament of Youth has confirmed its position as a much loved and valued contribution to the literature of the First World War. In order to keep this book to a manageable length, we have sacrificed much extraneous information relating to Vera Brittain’s time at Oxford, together with a lot of repetitive detail about her period as a nurse. Those seeking a more comprehensive account of these aspects of her life are referred to Chronicle of Youth: Vera Brittain’s War Diary 1913–1917 (Gollancz, 1981) edited by Alan Bishop, to Vera Brittain: A Life (Chatto & Windus, 1995) by Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, as well as to Testament of Youth itself.


Vera Brittain’s own letters as a young woman bear many of the stylistic hallmarks of someone born to be a writer. These qualities are perhaps most strikingly evident in the correspondence of 1915 between Vera and Roland Leighton, which poignantly demonstrates all the difficulties, constraints, and misunderstandings which could arise in a love affair during wartime. To a great extent, though, Letters From a Lost Generation is a portrait of four public school boys, Roland, Edward, Victor, and Geoffrey, who went almost straight from school to the dreadful fate that awaited them as infantry subalterns on the battlefields of France, Belgium and Italy. Their voices as they emerge in their letters to Vera Brittain, and to each other, are often eloquent, rarely resentful or questioning, occasionally dulled by grief, or by the sheer monotony of army routine, sometimes immature, but then expanding suddenly with passages of vivid and startling immediacy.


Three of the men were educated at Uppingham School in Rutland. Roland Leighton, Edward Brittain and Victor Richardson all arrived at The Lodge, one of Uppingham’s school houses, in 1909. By the time they left the school in the summer of 1914 they had become firm friends, dubbed by Roland’s mother, Marie Leighton, ‘the Three Musketeers’; and Edward’s connection with Roland would in some ways be further strengthened by the beginnings of Roland’s relationship with Vera, though it is also clear that Edward was at first mildly jealous of his sister’s involvement with his close friend.


In the early years of the century, Uppingham was still living off the reputation it had gained during the period of its most famous headmaster, Edward Thring. Between 1853 and his death in 1887, Thring had transformed Uppingham from an obscure county grammar into a major public school embodying the ‘muscular Christian’ ideal. Since Thring’s day, however, there had been a marked decline in standards, and some of the worst aspects of public school athleticism, militarism and morality had appeared. The artist C.R.W. Nevinson, who was at the school shortly before Roland, Edward, and Victor, remembered in his autobiography, Paint and Prejudice (1937), that Uppingham had nonetheless been considered one of the best of the public schools.






Since then I have often wondered what the worst was like. No qualms of mine gave me an inkling of the horrors I was to undergo … I was kicked, hounded, caned, flogged, hair-brushed, morning, noon and night. The more I suffered, the less I cared. The longer I stayed, the harder I grew.








This toughening-up process was no doubt considered a formative element in the boys’ development, but Nevinson’s memories also throw interesting light on another characteristic central to the public school ideal of the age. As a result of R.B. Haldane’s Army Reforms  of 1907, Officers’ Training Corps (OTC) had been introduced into public schools as a gesture towards national preparedness for war. At Uppingham the introduction of the cadet corps was an idea that fell on fertile ground. Nevinson recalled the mood of ‘appalling jingoism’ that had prevailed at Uppingham during the South African War, and the Uppingham OTC was very largely to determine the school’s ethos in the years immediately preceding the outbreak of world war. Regardless of whether a boy belonged to the corps or not, the atmosphere of militarism was pervasive. No one, for instance, was allowed to take part in any inter-house athletic or sporting contest, or win a school prize, without having first passed a shooting test.


The OTC provided the institutional mechanism for public school militarism. But a more complex web of cultural ideas and assumptions, some taken from the classics, some from popular fiction, some even developed through competitive sports on the playing fields, was instilled by schoolmasters in their pupils, and contributed to the generation of 1914’s overwhelming willingness to march off in search of glory. Traditions of chivalry, the values of self-sacrifice, fair play, selfless patriotism, honour, duty – ‘heroism in the abstract’ – all played their part in fostering illusions about the nature of warfare. For some there was additionally the matter of the school’s honour. As Geoffrey Thurlow, who had attended Chigwell School in Essex, a minor public school foundation dating back to the seventeenth century, wrote in one of his final letters from France as he waited for the action in which he would be killed: ‘I only hope I don’t fail at the critical moment as truly I am a horrible coward: wish I could do well especially for the School’s sake.’


The young Vera Brittain stood in awe of the public school ideal. ‘For girls’, she lamented in her diary during her visit to Uppingham for the school Speech Day in July 1914, ‘there is nothing equivalent to public school for boys – these fine traditions & unwritten laws that turn out so many splendid characters have been withheld from them – to their detriment.’ Without doubt, the most splendid of these characters, in Vera’s eyes, was Roland Leighton, and it is Roland who dominates the first half of this book, and whose memory makes its presence felt throughout the second half, after his death.


Roland was very definitely the leader of the Uppingham triumvirate, living up to his Uppingham nickname of ‘Monseigneur’. At school he was a brilliant prizeman, Captain of his house and Colour-Sergeant of the OTC, among other school offices he held, and when war broke out, he was the first of the three to get to the front. As befits the member of a literary household (both his parents were professional writers, and Roland himself was a poet), Roland’s letters are the most self-consciously literary of the collection, and in their finer passages, written once he was out in France, he juxtaposes pastoral scenes with elements of the destructive force of war, to strikingly ironic effect. His letters also trace most clearly the sad path which led from idealism to disillusionment. In September 1914, while still in England, he writes to Vera that the war ‘is to me a very fascinating thing – something, if often horrible, yet very ennobling, and very beautiful …’ And yet, after barely a week in the trenches, he has been forced to realise that ‘There is nothing glorious in trench warfare. It is all a waiting and a waiting and taking of petty advantages – and those who can wait longest win. And it is all for nothing – for an empty name, for an ideal perhaps – after all.’


After Edward’s death, Vera Brittain found it difficult to come to any certain conclusions about the character of the younger brother who had been her closest companion since childhood, and whose Military Cross had made him a family hero. ‘It is, and always has been, difficult to estimate what manner of person Edward really was at the close of his Uppingham years,’ she wrote in Testament of Youth, ‘and it becomes harder as time marches on.’ The strong core of self-containment which made him difficult to know in person is a quality also reflected in many of his letters. ‘Immaculate of the trenches’, as he was known by his fellow officers because of his immaculate attire even in the worst conditions of active service, often appears orderly and controlled when writing to his beloved sister. Sometimes his guard drops, and a humorous side to his personality is revealed. After 1 July 1916, when he distinguished himself in action on the first day of the Battle of the Somme, he comes into his own, and a new note of authority is discernible.


There are few clues to be found in Edward’s letters to Vera, or in hers to him, which might offer a solution to the mystery surrounding Edward’s death in action on the Asiago Plateau in northern Italy in June 1918 (one of the major gaps in the correspondence is the apparent disappearance of Vera’s letters to Edward for the final year of  his life). In 1934, the year following the publication of Testament of Youth, Vera made the discovery that, shortly before the action in which he was killed, Edward had been faced with an enquiry and, in all probability, a courtmartial when his battalion came out of the line, because of his homosexual involvement with men in his company. It remains a possibility that, faced with the disgrace of a courtmartial, Edward went into battle deliberately seeking to be killed.


Some readers might be tempted to deduce from the evidence of the ardent quality of some of Geoffrey Thurlow’s letters to Edward (the other side of the correspondence does not survive), especially from the closing tag of many of them (‘Him that thou knowest thine’), that their relationship may have gone beyond the bounds of chaste friendship. It is, however, important to emphasise that sentiments that appear overtly homosexual to modern sensibilities may, in the context of their time, have been nothing of the kind. Edward and Geoffrey had quickly befriended one another while training together in England in 1915, and their friendship had remained unbroken when Geoffrey was sent out to France ahead of Edward with the 10th Sherwood Foresters in October 1915.


Born in Chingford, Essex, the youngest child of elderly parents, a retired printer and his wife, Geoffrey had attended the nearby Chigwell School where he became Head of School in his final year. ‘He was a boy of the highest sense of duty and remarkable singleness of purpose,’ The Chigwellian recorded after his death, ‘and for these qualities, as well as for his tact … and his charm of manner, he stands out prominently from among the many excellent Heads of School whom we have known.’ A ‘non-militarist at heart’, Geoffrey had not rushed to enlist in the first months of the war, but had gone up to University College, Oxford, in the autumn of 1914. After only a term, he had felt compelled to put aside his personal objections to the war for patriotism’s sake, and volunteer.


Geoffrey’s obsession with failing, his lack of confidence, and his fear that he would be unable to show courage in battle are the constant refrain of his letters. But there is also a wonderfully humorous side to what he writes, and his lively vignettes, amounting almost to a stream of consciousness, possess a texture wholly unlike any of the other letters in the book.


Geoffrey’s concern that he would prove too ‘windy’ contrasts with  the attempts of Victor Richardson, the last of the Uppingham three, to convince himself and others that he could take on the mantle of the warrior, and become a military hero. Overshadowed at Uppingham by Roland and Edward, Victor was less academically promising than either of his two friends, though he won a place at Cambridge, and had an ambition to be a doctor. He also came from a more ordinary and less affluent background: his father was a popular but poorly paid junior partner in a well-established dental practice in Hove.


Possessed of enormous sweetness of character, Victor was known by his friends to be completely dependable and trustworthy, as Roland’s names for him, ‘Father Confessor’ or ‘the Brighton Block’, imply. But that sweetness was accompanied by characteristics of self-effacement and self-deprecation which could clearly be a source of irritation.


The idea of a lost generation – that the postwar decline of Britain could be blamed on the fact that the best men, the noblest, strongest, and most cultivated, had been killed between 1914 and 1918 – became a powerful national myth in the inter-war years, and Vera Brittain was its most prominent spokeswoman. The emotive appeal of the myth has ensured that it has never quite been overthrown, despite an impressive array of statistics to counter its central contention; and reading these letters it is not difficult to understand why.


Vera Brittain returned to her own personal recollections of the ‘lost generation’ in the last article of any significance that she wrote towards the end of her life. In 1968 she was the only woman contributor to a volume of essays entitled Promise of Greatness, published to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Armistice. Despite her promise to Edward that she would return to Uppingham if he was killed, she had never revisited the school, and so had never seen the names of ‘the Three Musketeers’ inscribed in gold lettering on the list of 447 old boys commemorated on the school war memorial. ‘There are too many ghosts [there] for me,’ she had explained to Maurice Richardson, Victor’s younger brother. Nevertheless, in an article about her war service she invoked the memory of Uppingham in the summer of 1914 as a symbol of a vanished world of prewar innocence:






What does the date, August 4, 1914, immediately bring back to me? … The huge figures of the war casualties and the cost of war expenditure vanish in a phantasmagoria of human scenes and sounds. I think, instead, of names, places, and individuals, and hear, above all, the echo of a boy’s laughing voice on a school playing field in that golden summer.


And gradually the voice becomes one of many: the sound of the Uppingham School choir marching up the chapel for the Speech Day Service in July 1914, and singing the Commemoration hymn … There was a thrilling, a poignant quality in those boys’ voices, as though they were singing their own requiem – as indeed many of them were.








As we approach the eightieth anniversary of the Armistice, the last major anniversary of the First World War to be commemorated while there are participants still living, the voices heard in these letters strike a deep chord. Each one of their stories is imbued with a strong element of tragedy and a sense of promise unfulfilled; but they are emblematic too of their generation, haunted by grief and loss, and singled out for destruction.




ONE


28 SEPTEMBER 1913 – 29 JULY 1914






The fate that held our youth within its power Waited its hour.


– VERA BRITTAIN, ‘The War Generation: Ave’












Down the long white road we walked together,


Down between the grey hills and the heather….


You seemed all brown and soft, just like a linnet,


Your errant hair had shadowed sunbeams in it,


And there shone all April


In your eyes.


– ROLAND LEIGHTON, ‘Nachklang’












Only a turn of head,


A good-bye lightly said,


And you set out to tread


Your manlier road.


– ROLAND LEIGHTON, ‘L’Envoi’








 


In December 1911, shortly before her eighteenth birthday, Vera Brittain completed her final term at St Monica’s School in Kingswood, Surrey, and returned to her parents’ home in Buxton, Derbyshire. For much of the following two years she was occupied with life as a provincial debutante, attending formal dances, assisting her mother in receiving and making calls, and playing golf and tennis. However, the ceaseless round of socialising soon palled, and Vera formed an ambition to go to university at Oxford. In the autumn of 1913 she began to study towards this end. In September of this year she also received her first proposal of marriage from a neighbouring businessman, Bertram Spafford, a man she barely knew, but rejected him immediately. Her younger brother Edward, who had been her closest companion since childhood, and was in his final year at Uppingham, was also hoping to go to Oxford. He wrote to express his amusement and sympathy at the news of the proposal.


Edward Brittain to Vera Brittain


The Lodge, Uppingham School,
28 September 1913




Dear Mrs Vera Spafford,


Thank you very much for your letter. I can stand 4d so you needn’t have bothered about the stamps but thanks v. much all the same. I think it is quite exceptionally priceless you receiving a proposal at your age. Don’t be too hard on the wretched man. If he really does love you I suppose he has a right to say so, so to speak, though, as you say, I daresay the money question is not far in the background. If I were you I wouldn’t be too rude because it is more his misfortune than his fault that he wants to marry you. Of course I know Father must be very annoyed, but you should point out to him that the fault is not so much with the creation as with the Creator. Plenty of people before to-day have conceived impossible unions for themselves with another, without it being any fault of theirs. I daresay it has been a good thing in a way. It is always desirable to learn a thing early and everyone needs a little practice in the gentle art of rejection of suitors. You will doubtless have to repeat the process many times in future before you find  the right man, if you ever do, as there are far too many men who consider themselves only in the marriage question. It is always ‘She will suit me alright’, never ‘Shall I suit her alright?’ as well.


I hope you have started regular work now; I want you to write and tell me what you are doing and where you are in a certain book etc. from time to time. Have you got Palgrave’s Golden Treasury thing yet?


  With much love


      Your affectionate





Edward


[image: images]


Edward to Vera


Uppingham, 16 November 1913




The birth certificate accompanied by an entrance form and a character certificate duly went to Oxford yesterday and I hope I shall not have to ask anyone to get me another birth certificate at any time if it is so dreadfully expensive.


Please have a look at the Beethoven Concerto and a Sonata or something if you have time before the holidays: in my spare moments of which there are few just now I continue my course of self-instruction on the piano. I forget if I ever told you that I won my House Fives with a small fellow called Addington who is a coming Fives player: we got 12/6 each which was rather useful though I expect he has spent his on grub by this time; mine is intact, waiting in store for an evil day. I haven’t done nearly as much reading as I ought to have done for the Exam. but I haven’t any time. Can you tell me anything about the History of Europe or the World between A.D. 100 and 1066 because I know nothing, or tell me of a book which puts it shortly. I only know that Charlemagne was crowned in 800 but what he was doing there I haven’t the faintest.
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Edward to Vera


Uppingham, 7 December 1913




This must be short as I have a bad cold (don’t tell Ma it is bad) and I want to lie up before chapel this afternoon; I have got a bit of a headache too as the result of doing too much work but it is nothing and I shall be quite alright in a day or two. Unfortunately we now have to start doing ordinary exams. but I shall just do them badly. I think I might have done much worse in the Papers; the Unseens were the only things really rather above me but there were 200 people up for about 30 scholarships and 20 Exhibitions, so I don’t expect to get anything. We met most of the O.U.’s [Old Uppinghamians] at Oxford and they were very nice to us…


Oxford is heaven on earth except for the climate which gave me this cold. I went to have a look at Somerville; it seems quite nice though I couldn’t see much of it at night. I drink to next year when I expect we shall enjoy ourselves there.
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Edward to Vera


Uppingham, 25 March 1914




Many thousand congratulations on your Exhibition. Why would you not believe me before when I told you that the average woman of to-day is not clever? If, as you say, you did partly the wrong work it shows that you must have been far superior to the majority for them to give you an Exhibition… I feel quite out of it myself not being able to get anything; the only chance is either that next year’s scholarships should take place a week earlier or that 10 days would not put me out of it or that New College should offer an Exhibition. I can’t get that Music Schol. at Balliol either because it is not until 1916. However you at any rate have saved the family reputation and I heartily congratulate you once more; it will be most useful to you all the time you are up at Oxford as Scholars and Exhibitioners form a higher class of their own and it will also be a great satisfaction to feel that you have succeeded in earning something. I wish I could.





Having won an exhibition to Somerville College, Vera had still to pass the Oxford Senior Local examination in July before a place at the university was definitely hers. For a short time that spring, though, her attention was distracted from her studies by the arrival at Melrose of Edward’s schoolfriend Roland Leighton, who had come to spend a few days with the Brittains over the Easter holidays. Roland had recently been awarded a scholarship to Merton College, Oxford, the crowning achievement of a glittering school career. At Uppingham he was the captain of his house, The Lodge, captain in classics, praepositor (prefect), editor of the school magazine, president of the Union Society, and Colour-Sergeant of Uppingham’s Officers’ Training Corps. Vera was wary of him at first, but by the time she left for a short holiday in the Lake District, she had begun to find him stimulating company; and he, for his part, found it difficult to hide his disappointment that he would be spending his last days in Buxton without her.


Roland to Vera


Melrose, The Park, Buxton, 22 April 1914




Dear Vera,


– Edward has commanded me to address you in this way. I hope you do not object – Here is The Story of an African Farm, but such a wretched little edition after all, that I feel it is hardly worth sending you. I find it is the only one not out of print now. Please forgive it & me. The spirit was willing, but the publishers unaccommodating. When you have read it let me know what you think of it, and whether you agree with me that Lyndall is rather like you – only sadder perhaps and not so charmingly controversial.


I am so very sorry that you had to go away just as I was learning to renounce the Quiet Voice and had begun to feel less shy. It sounds very selfish of me to say this; but I have enjoyed my visit to you (as you put it) immensely. Now that the greater attraction has taken herself off I shall be free to devote myself to the neglected Edward. Not that he seems to mind very much.


 I am very disappointed about that book. I hope you do not mind. Meanwhile – till Speech Day.


   Yours very sincerely





Roland Leighton (or Aubrey if you prefer it.)
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Vera to Roland


Melrose, Buxton, 25 April 1914




Dear Roland –


…Thank you so very much for the ‘Story of an African Farm’, I am delighted with it. I cannot think why you should despise the edition, as it pleases me, for though the ornate bindings look very elegant in my bookcase, the plainer ones are the kind I use. I have not begun it yet as the ‘Mill on the Floss’ is still unfinished, having been somewhat neglected while I was away. When I have read it I will write and tell you what I think of it. Probably I shall be unable to see any resemblance to myself in Lyndall, but doubtless that will be owing to my lack of skill in self-criticism.


I too was very sorry to go away on Tuesday, though I have had such a delightful time that I need not complain ….. I have motored round all the Lakes except Westwater, and have never in my life seen anything so lovely – ‘Earth has not anything to show more fair.’


I hear you & Edward managed still to live quite comfortably in spite of my departure, and that you were dragged off somewhat unwillingly to a dutiful inspection of our magnificent Manchester – once seen, always avoided! …


I shall make every effort to come to Speech Day, & shall look out most carefully for the Quiet Voice, especially if you are well laden with prizes as the result of the occasion. The Quiet Voice, you perceive, is intensely symbolic, – at least to me.


Once again many thanks for the book.


   Yours very sincerely





Vera M. Brittain
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 3 May 1914




I promised to tell you what I thought of ‘The Story of an African Farm’. I have nearly finished it & it has impressed me very much; it is the kind of book that makes an incident in the story of our ‘soul’s years’. Some books are like that though I have not come across many; others that have similarly made me, so to speak, stop short are Merejhkowski’s ‘Forerunner’, that I told you about, & Olive Schreiner’s ‘Woman & Labour’. Mrs Humphry Ward’s ‘Robert Elsmere’ did so too, also Wordsworth’s poetry. I wish you would read the two former; the ‘Forerunner’ illustrates strikingly the contrast between convention & insight, between progress and tradition. ‘Woman & Labour’ is very much an expanded version of Lyndall’s remarks on the position of women.


I think I am a little like Lyndall, and would probably be more so in her circumstances, uncovered by the thin veneer of polite social intercourse. But how you should think me like her, & why you see any resemblance, I cannot imagine. The book is so wonderful because it is so like life; nothing is nicely wound up, and everything left in the unsatisfactory state things are always left in this world. I am very glad you gave it to me.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 24 May 1914




Edward informs me that you seem to be somewhat depressed and suggests that a letter from an entirely unexpected quarter might lighten the gloom for a moment or so. I cannot imagine a few commonplace lines serving any such purpose, but as I am subject to the complaint myself I am most willing to try and remove it from someone else, even though the attempt should be ineffectual….


I am coming to Speech Day right enough; in fact if I can summon up enough courage to face your confessedly merciless criticism of feminine attire, I may even wear a new frock for the occasion!


 I hope your ‘Sallust before Sunrise’ is progressing favourably ….. Do keep your essay on ‘To have gained one’s ideal is to have failed’ because it is one of my fundamental principles, and as Edward says it is your motto, we might agree on the subject.
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Roland to Vera


Uppingham, 30 May 1914




I have been told several times that among the foremost of my many vices stands an infinite capacity for leaving letters unanswered for an unpardonable length of time. Please forgive my having lived up to my reputation once again.


It was too bad of Edward to trouble you with exaggerated bulletins on my melancholic condition, as he seems to have done. But when the outcome is so charming a letter, how can I pretend to regret his having called in the dea ex machina? Thank you very much indeed for what was certainly not ‘a few commonplace lines’. As a matter of fact my depression was more apparent than real, and has been succeeded by the careless, Omar Khayhamesque, make-the-best-of-your-last-term feeling, diluted a little perhaps with the sadness of conscious failure and the still sadder disillusionment of success. I suppose I shall become very sorry to leave this place by the time the end of July is here. At present I do not feel particularly depressed by the prospect. Edward will feel it much more than I shall, I think, if only because his life here has been less egoistic and self-centred.


I have a confession to make. I have not yet read more than about ninety pages of ‘The Forerunner’. I took it out of the library a day or two before I came back here, and after keeping it nearly three weeks I had to send it back without having had time to read more than one or two pages since the beginning of the term. I am going to send for it again soon when I have less work to do than at present. I promise that whatever happens I will read it before Speech Day comes – and you and the new frock.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 22 June 1914




Perhaps Edward has told you I have been very busy this week taking part in some amateur theatricals; I simply glory in acting of all kinds – both off the stage as well as on it – and have enjoyed myself thoroughly. We did ‘Raffles’ in the Opera House, not much of a play from a literary standpoint but excellent from that of the audience. It is very much of a man’s show, and I had not much to do except try to look nice, and as the make up was very judicious I think I managed that alright.


Edward tells me you are going to carry off half the prizes in the school on Speech Day, so perhaps it is just as well I am coming – if only to make sure that the Quiet Voice is not in evidence. You will need someone to help you carry the books; if I gave you my assistance it would really be the crowning point to a most effective proceeding.
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Edward to Edith Brittain


Uppingham, 5 July 1914




I have discovered that it is my special prerogative to be 2nd or 3rd in everything I do. It is apparent in my position in the House, the School, the Orchestra, & other things and strangely uniform … I am much troubled that I have only 3 weeks more here; I cannot bear the thought of leaving nor could I really bear to stay; most quixotic and paradoxical. But I shall not forget Uppingham.





Speech Day was one of the high points of the Uppingham school year. The weather that July was especially fine and cloudless, and a large body of parents and old boys had assembled. A service in the chapel opened the proceedings, followed by the review of the Officers’ Training Corps on the school’s playing field during which 350 boys, among them Roland, Edward and their mutual friend Victor Richardson, stood to attention for  inspection. At midday the prize ceremony was held in the Memorial Hall, presided over by the headmaster, the Reverend McKenzie. The climax of his speech struck an ominous and prophetic note: ‘Be a man – useful to your country; whoever cannot be that is better dead.’ Roland collected a record number of seven prizes, watched proudly by Vera, who had come to Uppingham with her mother. She wrote of Roland in her diary that ‘He seems even in a short acquaintance to share both my faults and my talents and my ideas in a way that I have never found anyone else to yet.’


Roland to Vera


Uppingham, 15 July 1914




I cannot tell you how much I enjoyed the two days you were here. They stand out as an oasis in an otherwise commonplace and uninteresting term. One result has been to make me still less sorry to leave this place and these people. Edward indeed somewhat distressed me yesterday by saying that he did not like the effect that talking with you had upon me. It made me too isolated and exclusive. He implied that in his opinion the more friendly I became with you the more I should drift apart from him. I hope he does not really think this. Please do not mention to him, of course, that I told you what he said.


You will let me know how you have got on in your exam., won’t you? I suppose I shall not see you again until October at Oxford – unless you happen to be anywhere in the neighbourhood of Lowestoft. I am sorry that you and my mother have not yet met each other after all. Would it be quite impossible for Edward to bring you with him when he comes? I suppose so. It is a great pity.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 17 July 1914




I know you keep all deep feelings to yourself – so much so that certain of your friends do not credit you with having some of  them at all. Probably you would not do otherwise even if you could, but may not such reticence be laid aside a little just in poetry? But here I am criticising unasked as usual.


I am sorry Edward thinks as he does about the effect talking with me has on you. It must be partly the effect of the general depression he is suffering from. Why he imagines I should assist you to drift away from him, or that you should drift away from him without my assistance, I cannot think. He and I have always been great friends, and I do not think there is a greater difference between you & him than there is between him & me. But I do not believe for a moment you will drop him, unless the sentiments expressed in the second verse of your ‘L’Envoi’ poem, which he set to music, are insincere…


I wish I could have met Mrs. Leighton; I should like to run the gauntlet of her criticism even though it were unflattering – But I don’t think I ought to accompany Edward to Lowestoft – not for any conventional reason, but because I am quite sure one of us at a time would be quite enough for your mother. As she has never seen me, there is no guarantee that she would like me; she might detest me; I know one or two women who do.


… I am afraid that after all you will not see me at Oxford in October, at all events not this October, for I am determined I will go in the end. The results do not come out till the end of August but I do not need to be told them. I wish I had not been given an Exhibition now as it is far more annoying to have one and be made to give it up than never to have had it. It will be a case of what Olive Schreiner calls ‘a striving & a striving & an ending in nothing’.
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Roland to Vera


Uppingham, 29 July 1914
5.15 a.m.




Thank you for your letter, as also for the one before which I have not yet acknowledged. I am at present terribly rushed in an endeavour to get all my books etc packed and to say goodbye to  everyone before going off to Camp with Edward and Richardson at 8.55. I can therefore only write a few hurried lines before I dress.


I am so sorry if what you say about your Latin in the Exam. is really true. But I shall not give up hoping to see you at Oxford this October until I know for certain that you have not passed. You are probably taking much too black a view after all. I am afraid I can imagine very well what you must feel like. Depression and defiance mixed. But please don’t be too melancholy and depressed, will you? Olive Schreiner and her ‘striving and striving and ending in nothing ….. and no one knew what it had lived and worked for’ is too needlessly dispiriting – at least for the present occasion. If you were not able to come up in October after all it would be terribly disappointing: but you are coming.





Less than a week after Roland wrote his letter, Britain declared war on Germany. The international situation, which had been worsening all summer, suddenly reached crisis point when, on 4 August, Germany invaded Belgium as a preliminary to its attack on France. The British had previously been divided about being drawn into what many regarded as a ‘Balkan quarrel’, and many had been reluctant even to act in support of France; but Germany’s act of aggression against ‘gallant little Belgium’, in flagrant violation of international treaty, removed most doubts. Britain was the only Allied power to declare war on Germany, rather than the other way round, and there was much idealistic talk of this being ‘a war to end war’, and of ‘making the world safe for democracy’. Men, young and old, and from all sections of society, flocked to the recruiting offices to enlist. Roland, Edward and Victor, who had been sent home early from their summer camp at Aldershot, organised by the Officers’ Training Corps, were among those public schoolboys who, in the great surge of excitement, attempted to find temporary commissions in the army. None of them was to be immediately successful.
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Application completed by Victor Richardson for a commission in the Territorial Force, September 1914




TWO


21 AUGUST 1914 – 1 APRIL 1915






… the black pine-trees on the mountain-side,


The river dancing down the valley blue,


And strange brown grasses swaying with the tide,


All spoke to me of you.


– VERA BRITTAIN, ‘Then and Now’












Love have I known, and dawn and gold of day-time,


And winds and songs and all the joys that are,


Known once, and as a child that tires with play-time,


Leaped from them to the elemental dust of war.


– ROLAND LEIGHTON, ‘Ploegsteert’








 


Roland to Vera


Heather Cliff, Lowestoft, 21 August 1914




I am feeling very chagrined and disappointed at present. I expect Edward has told you that I have been trying for a temporary commission in the Regulars. Everything looked quite promising, and the Colonel of the Norfolk Regiment whom I had to go and interview volunteered some most flattering remarks in his report on ‘the suitability of the candidate’. On Tuesday it only remained for me to go up for my Medical Exam. I got on very well until they stuck up a board at the end of the room and told me to read off the letters on it. I had to be able to read at least half, but found I could not see more than the first line of large letters. The Medical Officer was extremely nice about it, and tried his best to let me through by being as lenient as he could: but it was of no use, I am afraid…


I had set my heart so much on getting that commission that I am most depressed at being thwarted at the last moment. I had almost settled that after the war if all went well, I should remain in the Army professionally. That of course is quite out of the question now. (Do you think that a military career would have suited me, I wonder? Possibly not.) I have since tried the Field Artillery and Army Service Corps, but find that they are just as particular about eyesight as the Infantry are. To make matters worse all the Territorial battalions – where wearing eye-glasses would have been permissible – have already many more officers than they want, so that I cannot get a commission of any kind now. I do not think I could go as far as trying the Légion Étrangère in the French Army, although someone did suggest it.


The war is very much of a reality down here. The harbour, bridges etc. are all guarded, and you are liable to be challenged suddenly by a sentry if you go out for a walk after dark. Tonight there is a flotilla of mine-sweepers with two cruisers anchored about a quarter of a mile out to sea immediately opposite the house. They are presumably laying mines, but they only came up after dark, and have put out all their lights so as not to be seen. Through field-glasses it is just possible to make out the black outline of their hulls. Earlier in the evening one of the cruisers fired  two shots across the bows of an ultra-inquisitive tramp steamer which she considered was coming too near.


All these external interests conspire to prevent me from doing any work – any of my work for Merton I mean. Whether I shall get to Oxford after all depends on the state of the family finances, which the war is far from improving. If I do, I shall still hope to see you there. You will soon hear for certain, n’est-ce pas?


….. A dreary and egotistical letter, I am afraid. Good-night. It is getting on for 1 a.m.


   Yours ever sincerely





Roland Leighton




P.S. You may be amused to hear that I am engaged in cultivating a moustache – as an experiment.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 23 August 1914




You are constantly apologising for your letters being egotistical. Please do not. Any letters worth having are always so; one does not trouble to correspond with people unless one is interested in them personally.


On your account, I am very sorry about your failure to get a commission, as you seem so disappointed, but from another point of view, I think it is perhaps just as well, especially as you might have stayed in the Army for good. Not that I feel you are unsuited for a military career, as I know you have capabilities which would make it a success. But I think it would have been a pity, not because I under-rate the value of intelligence in military affairs but because you have certain intellectual qualities (which I think we admitted in conversation, so there is no want of discrimination in my referring to them) which the Army would have no use for at all, & on account of which you would not have received promotion any quicker than men who do not possess them. I find it is difficult to express exactly what I mean, & why I am glad you are not going into the Army; I can only  refer you to Lyndall’s remarks on the supreme importance of choosing a career in which all one’s qualities can be made use of…


Edward is going to business now just for the time being, & is becoming very interested in it. Once I thought he would not make a good business man, but now I am coming to the conclusion that the work will suit him admirably; I think the objection to it lay rather in his surroundings than in his nature. But I feel more isolated than ever. I have been accustomed to think of Edward & I as standing together apart from our united family and relations, who carry the stamp of generations of commercial efficience and artistic inefficience – But he is so quickly developing affinities with them, I have to stand apart alone, a sort of changeling who is utterly unable to create connecting links between herself and their unimpeachable and complacent prosperity…


Lowestoft must be interesting just now. Sometimes I feel that if I could only realise the meaning of war a little more, I should find the utter disorganisation of existence at present more endurable, though when I read about the tragedy of Belgium, I have an uncomfortable feeling that I have always regarded too many things as a matter of course – But somehow I could bear better a sense of tragedy that calls for strength & endurance than the mere annoyance of interrupted work, & the well-meant efforts of various ineffectual people to be useful. On Wednesday I am going in for a First Aid exam., more to see if I know anything about it than because I think I do, & I do not really care very much whether I pass or not.


I do hope you will be able to go to Oxford just the same. But it seems impossible to expect anything from the future just now; life is so indefinite & one has to wait for each day to know what to do next. That is a great source of depression to a person like me, who am always working in the present for what I hope from the future.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 27 August 1914




I heard this morning that I have passed my exam. after all; I thought you would like to know. I cannot understand why, as there is no getting out of the fact that my Latin Prose was distinctly bad, but as the Unseen & Vergil papers were practically correct, perhaps they had mercy on me, or perhaps the actual copy of Prose I sent up was not so bad as the rough copy I showed Edward. I am so very glad, as I do not know how I could have endured the thought of you & Edward enjoying Oxford life & myself cut off from it all for another year.


You will go, won’t you? I am sure if you can only manage to get there they will not let you go again if they can help it; I have heard that Oxford is always ready to make concessions on behalf of talented & industrious persons suffering from impecuniosity. And one can manage on so little if one chooses.
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Roland to Vera


Lowestoft, 28 August 1914




I am so glad – so very glad. You do not know how wretched I should have felt if you had failed. And now we shall be able all three to be at Oxford together – you and Edward and I. For, come what may, I will go now. I think I shall be able to manage it all right, if McKenzie gives me a leaving exhibition of even £30 a year. And I look forward to facing a hedge of chaperons and Principals with perfect equanimity, if I may be allowed to see something of you the other side…


Richardson is down here at present – very nice but a little dull and commonplace so far. When Edward comes on the 8th I shall be able to judge to what extent he has seceded to the ranks of commerce and respectability. It is a pity that your isolation should be increased and emphasised. I wish you were coming down here too!
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 6 September 1914




I expect you will be glad that Edward is allowed to do something definite at last; I do not know how much he has told you but I do not suppose it is much, as he had about twelve other letters to write. He goes before the nomination committee at Oxford on Friday, and as I suppose he will be regarded as a suitable candidate he will probably be given a post before very long in something.


You have no idea the domestic storms that have been necessary in order to achieve this object; I have come in for a good many because I have persistently urged from the beginning of the war that Edward ought at least to try for something. Not that I am in the slightest degree a militarist, for I suppose no enlightened person in these days regards war as anything but an insanity & a check to progress & civilization.


But it seems to me that to refrain from fighting in a cause like this because you do not approve of warfare would be about as sensible as refusing to defend yourself against the attacks of a madman because you did not consider lunacy an enlightened or desirable condition.


Of course I shall miss Edward dreadfully at Oxford, as I should have been allowed to see quite a lot of him, but after all I am merely one of thousands of women who can ill spare their only brothers. At any rate I hope it will only be for a part & not for all the time, but really I have heard so many estimates of the length of the war that I am quite without an estimate of my own. Some people talk persistently about Kitchener being at Ostend with an enormous force, & that a battle is imminent large enough to end the war in a month; others speak of it being a slow business likely to last three years. Judging by what has happened in only a month of warfare, it seems the latter condition would necessitate a return to chaos.


Edward has been already examined by the doctor, & has been found to be not only in robust health but perfect in sight, hearing etc. He managed to read all the letters on the sight test except the  bottom line. The doctor has also spoken to Daddy & has, I am delighted to say, soothed him somewhat.
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Roland to Vera


Lowestoft, 29 September 1914




October 9th is getting very near, but I can no longer say confidently that I am coming up to Oxford. I have been, you know, very envious of Edward and Ellinger and Richardson and all those who will have the opportunity of doing something of what now alone really counts; and I think that at last I too may have the same. I stand a good chance of a commission in the 4th Norfolks and shall know definitely in about a week’s time. Anyhow I don’t think in the circumstances I could easily bring myself to endure a secluded life of scholastic vegetation. It would seem a somewhat cowardly shirking of my obvious duty. In fact if I do not get to Oxford at all, as seems possible, I shall not much regret it, – except perhaps in that I shall miss the incidental pleasure of seeing you there. Of course, all being well, I could go up after everything is over. I feel, however, that I am meant to take some active part in this war. It is to me a very fascinating thing – something, if often horrible, yet very ennobling and very beautiful, something whose elemental reality raises it above the reach of all cold theorising. You will call me a militarist. You may be right.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 1 October 1914




Edward has told me how unhappy you have been because you did not know definitely what you could do, so I am very glad to hear you have a chance of a commission at last. I never expected you would want to go to Oxford; conditions now are very different from what they were about a month ago when you wrote to me. There cannot be any question that you are doing the right  thing, though even if you are unsuccessful you certainly cannot accuse yourself of cowardly shrinking when you have done your best.


I don’t know whether your feelings about war are those of a militarist or not; I always call myself a non-militarist, yet the raging of these elemental forces fascinates me, horribly but powerfully, as it does you. You find beauty in it too; certainly war seems to bring out all that is noble in human nature, but against that you can say it brings out all the barbarous too. But whether it is noble or barbarous I am quite sure that had I been a boy I should have gone off to take part in it long ago; indeed I have wasted many moments regretting that I am a girl. Women get all the dreariness of war & none of its exhilaration. This, which you say is the only thing that counts at present, is the one field in which women have made no progress – perhaps never will (though Olive Schreiner thinks differently). The fact that circumstances are abnormal is no consolation for not being able to take [an] active part in them. Why cannot they have us at least in the commissariat departments? I am sure some of us would be very successful there. At present the only part women can play in war is that of a nurse, and even at small local hospitals they are not allowed under the age of twenty-four, and I think the war will hardly last until I attain that age. People say the best thing one can do is to stick consistently to one’s ordinary work, but it is easier said than done. I sometimes feel that work at Oxford, which will only bear fruit in the future and lacks the stimulus of direct connection with the war, will require a restraint I am scarcely capable of. It is strange how what we both worked for should now seem worth so little. I cannot feel the same enthusiasm for Oxford when you & Edward & Maurice will not be there; though, as you say, the pleasure of meeting you would only be ‘incidental’, perhaps once a week; still, to begin a new kind of existence with one’s friends, & to begin it alone, are very different things. But it is the best I can do at present; college life is perhaps the vegetation you call it, but it is less vegetation than my existence here; Oxford may lead to something, but Buxton never will…


I still hope that we may yet all be at Oxford together in spite of everything; and that things which used to count so much will  begin to count again. It would be a pity for your splendid scholarship to be wasted. Meanwhile – I can only wish you the best of luck over your commission, & the realization of all you hope it may bring.
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Roland to Vera


Lowestoft, 7 October 1914




Thank you for your charming letter. I am only sorry that circumstances compel so inadequate an answer on my part. I have received orders to pack up my belongings and migrate to Norwich tomorrow; and in consequence am at present very busy and somewhat rushed. I was informed yesterday that my application for a commission had been approved by the County Territorial Association & forwarded to the War Office, and that I was to join my regiment without waiting to be gazetted. The colonel commanding the battalion said that my commission was practically a certainty, although I might not perhaps be gazetted for another fortnight or three weeks. I shall not mind this waiting so much now that I am to have something definitely useful to do. Not but what I expect I shall find it rather lonely at first, as I do not know anyone in Norwich at all. I have to billet myself in lodgings – 22 Grove Road, Norwich.


It seems strange to think that the day after tomorrow you will be at Oxford and beginning a new life – and alone. You will write to me soon, and tell me your first impressions of Somerville, won’t you?
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Vera to Roland


Somerville College, Oxford, 18 October 1914




I am very glad to be here, and thankful to have escaped, permanently I hope, from the old aimless life and the increasingly unsuccessful attempts to accommodate myself to unresponsive  surroundings. There is a kind of atmosphere about university life, whatever its faults, which one does not get before coming here & is scarcely likely to get after; it is a specialised rare thing, to miss which would certainly be a loss, & so I hope you will come & try it some day however inappropriate it may seem among the present conditions…


Of course you know Edward is here, not at New College, but training with the O.T.C. After a short & sweet wrestle with Miss Penrose as to what I might or might not do with him, I have managed to be permitted to do nearly anything. I am so glad to have him here, & have seen a great deal of him already. Another Uppinghamian named Jessop from Faircroft goes to the same Logic lectures as I do. (I am taking Logic in lieu of Maths. for Pass Mods.) I have not noticed him yet but he recognised me from seeing me at Speech Day, and is sure to try & speak to me, though Edward has informed him that a women’s college must be treated as though it were in quarantine.


Edward tells me you are having a pretty strenuous time at Norwich; I should like to know all about it. I expect you are glad to have plenty more to do even if it is hard work. You were quite right in thinking that Oxford life this term would have been deadly for an undergraduate; I do not know how those there can endure not to be in khaki.
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Roland to Vera


Norwich, 18 October 1914




Me voici établi – tout à fait en militaire. I may still have to wait another fortnight, I am told, before I am gazetted: but meanwhile I am doing the same work as if I were already officially on the strength of the battalion. I have to get up at 5.45 a.m. and am kept hard at work with intervals for meals until 7.30 p.m. By that time I usually feel too tired to do anything but have some dinner and get to bed. Often, however, there is a recruiting meeting or some kindred function later in the evening, which the junior officers have to attend to support the colonel. The latter I like very much. He is a rough and ready but very capable man, with a strong sense of humour and the face of a barrister turned low comedian. The other men on the staff are all very nice, if somewhat dull. There are eight other incipient officers in the same case as myself, and two or three more coming on later, I suppose. At present however the regiment is not up to full strength, and needs in fact about 400 more recruits. Hitherto I have been chiefly occupied in putting the men through section and company drill and attending lectures on Field Engineering – digging trenches etc. On the whole I like the life immensely. To be continuously busy in this way is a great joy – especially when the busy-ness is of immediate utility. The only thing I fear is that chameleon-like I may be taking on the commonplaceness of my restricted military surroundings. I don’t think, you know, that I could after all endure to adopt the Army for a permanent career. It would – in peace time at any rate – be far too narrow. It needs the enthusiasm and inspiration of actual conflict to raise it from a mere trade to an art or an ecstasy…


Thank you very much indeed for the offer of socks etc. I think, however, that men actually at that mysterious place conveniently known as ‘the front’ need them at present more than myself who stand little chance of going out there inside six months. If and when I do go, I will let you know and ask you to knit me a tie. We shall probably be stationed in Norwich until after Christmas, when we may be sent on to Colchester to take the place of the battalion of the Norfolks which is at present there waiting to go off to France. There is a bare possibility that I might be able to get transferred to this Foreign Service battalion, & so get out sooner. I have sent in an application; but am told that it is very unlikely that it will be taken any notice of.


It is Sunday evening and someone next door has begun to strum hymn tunes on a bad piano. It is Onward Christian Soldiers’ now: but I am afraid that I am not at all in the mood for it. I am supposed to learn up all about Outposts by tomorrow; but shall be too sleepy, I expect.


Goodnight.
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Roland to Vera


4th Batt. Norfolk Regt., Norwich, 16 November 1914




I have been finally posted to No. 4 Company as senior subaltern. This is known as the Business Company and contains a better-educated class of men than the others, ranging from shop-assistants to commercial travellers, bank clerks, and three solicitors. The difference in smartness and intelligence between these and the ordinary agricultural class of soldier is very marked. My company commander is usually employed on special duty, and in consequence the task of superintending the training of the men has devolved almost entirely upon me. I find it intensely interesting, and am developing quite a paternal fondness for the company as a whole. In addition to this I have been appointed Battalion Signalling Officer, and am in charge of the signalling section and despatch riders. All of which keeps me very busy.


My attempts to get to the front have for the time being failed. The adjutant here seems to have taken rather a fancy to me and has been putting himself out considerably on my behalf; but without success, I am afraid. He had hoped to get me transferred to the other battalion of the Norfolks at Colchester, which is under orders to go out to France next week. They are, however, considerably over strength as it is, and have already had to send three or four of their extra officers back into the Reserve. I have also been making inquiries as to being transferred to another (if possible Regular) regiment and getting out front-wards that way: but in any case I find that I should have to pass a second Medical Examination. The regimental doctor declares that I am practically certain to be rejected for Foreign Service on account of this confounded eyesight of mine. My only chance would be to get the special intercession of some influential person, or to show such conspicuous brilliance in a particular branch as to outweigh the defect…


The battalion is now up to full strength, but sadly deficient in rifles and uniform as yet. It is quite likely that we shall be ordered to migrate to Colchester soon, when the other battalion has gone off to France. I have been buying Camp Kit – a valise, sleeping-bag etc. – in anticipation: also, a revolver. I have just received a  cheque for £30 as my outfit allowance; but I do not expect it will cover everything. Other people would perhaps make it do, but I, as you probably know, am a bad financier.


Today I hear that they are sending large bodies of troops to the neighbourhood of Cromer, presumably to guard against a sudden raid. We received a message from the War Office this morning asking if we were prepared to move out of Norwich, if required, at six hours’ notice. It is rumoured that we shall probably be sent – if we do move – to take the place of some other more prepared battalion that has been hurried off to the coast. Personally I think the best thing we can do is to stop where we are.


The family at Lowestoft have been having quite a thrilling time. They saw the whole of the naval engagement off Yarmouth the other day, and a day or two ago nearly captured a spy.
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Vera to Edith Brittain


Oxford, 18 November 1914




[Edward] has been specially recommended for one of the next commissions, & expects to go in a day or two. He came up yesterday morning to tell me about it, looking so nice in his officer uniform, & he created great interest in the minds of those working at their windows by walking up & down with me in the garden.
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Vera to Roland


Oxford, 29 November 1914




Many thanks for your letter – I am glad you are getting on so well and liking your work. You have doubtless heard from Edward that he has been gazetted at last and departed from Oxford on Monday – to the 11th. Batt. Sherwood Foresters at Frensham. One of the O.T.C. people told him that his commission was so long delayed because they thought him too young, but as he is nineteen  to-morrow that objection of course no longer exists. From the very little he has said about his work I gather he has been rather a success here and that they thought very well of him in the O.T.C. – so much so as to urge that he should be gazetted. Apparently for that reason he has not been sent to a new battalion but to one that has been formed for some time & is likely to go to the front comparatively soon – probably about February. In spite of the appalling weather they are still sleeping under canvas, so that on the frequent occasions when the rain pours down in the characteristic way it has in Oxford I wonder all the time how he is enjoying it.
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Edward to Vera


11th Batt. Sherwood Foresters, Frensham,
30 November–3 December 1914




I am getting on very well indeed here now and find some of the other subalterns very decent – one with whom I am sharing a tent at present is exceptionally nice. You needn’t worry about me as we are really very comfortable; the tents keep the rain out well and we sleep on camp-beds in a sleeping bag with heaps of blankets and coats on top, besides which I put on a sweater and bed-socks in addition to pyjamas. We each have a servant to make the bed etc. and attend to us in all ways. The food also is excellent and the officers’ mess is a huge tent with boarded sides with two long tables down the middle. We also have an ante-room where we can write letters (though I am writing this in my tent) and see all the papers in creation. It has rained nearly all the time I’ve been here ….. (As you were).





Albuhera Barracks, Aldershot, Dec. 3rd 1914




This sort of thing is likely to happen at any time; I have had no time to write till to-day since Monday and much has happened. On Saturday the Brigade Major (Colonel Hornby D.S.O.) asked me for names of people at Oxford who wanted commissions and so I supplied a few and put down Roland also for a transfer from  the T.F. [Territorial Force] Reserve… The result was that he came down to Frensham on Monday night and saw Hornby and the General (Sir David Kinlock) and arranged to come to the Sherwood Foresters who had just two vacancies if he could get released from the Norfolks. I got a wire from him saying that he is coming this evening while I was on parade this afternoon and so I feel rather pleased with myself for having arranged it so well.


We marched from Frensham here yesterday (9 miles) and are really very comfortable. There are 2 subalterns to a room – though it is too late now for me to share with Roland as I am sharing with a fellow called Nelson who is really very decent – and we have fires etc. sleep on our camp beds and have quite a good time… I was Supernumerary Orderly Officer to-day which means inspecting the men’s quarters and seeing to their food, and turning out the guard at 9 a.m. and 10 p.m.


To-morrow we are going a route march of 18 miles, and on Monday we are going out to billets for a week.
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Roland to Vera


11th Sherwood Foresters, Albuhera Barracks,
Aldershot, 8 December 1914




My transfer has not appeared in the Gazette yet, but I am told that this is, as is usual with the War Office, merely a matter of time. Meanwhile I am getting into my work here quite well, surrounded by as inane a cluster of young officers as the most commonplace mind could desire. I have, however, managed to get into the same room as Edward – which is by way of an antidote. He has at present gone away for a week with the rest of his company to a place a few miles off for purposes of Field Training.


I have just been inoculated against enteric and have been given 48 hours light duty to recover in. My arm is feeling very stiff and my head a little heavy, but otherwise it has not affected me.


I shall think of you tomorrow wrestling with Greek verbs. I do hope you will get the ones you know. All Classics seem to me incredibly far away now. I am not at all sure that I shall want to  go to Oxford when this war is finished. I shall have forgotten everything, and it will all seem such a waste of time. Let me know how you get on, won’t you?
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 11 December 1914




I cannot tell you how delighted I was to hear of you and Edward getting together after all. It was one of the things I always wished might have happened but thought too satisfactory to be probable. All Edward’s military experiences seemed at the beginning to be going so badly – first his difficulty in getting father’s consent, & then the long wait for a commission, & then Maurice getting ill so that there was no chance of their ever being together. But it really does seem to have happened for the best, as if Edward had got into an earlier battalion it would probably have filled up quicker & there would have been no vacancy for you. You must be glad to get out of the Territorial Force into the Regulars – they seem to touch the war so much closer. I can quite understand your feeling very far removed from such a life as University life and that the contemplative part is a waste of time compared with the active part you are playing at present. But of course it is not a waste of time really, and perhaps after all you will come again to see that it is not.
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Roland to Vera


Aldershot, 14 December 1914




Please do not think that I have come to consider the contemplative side of life a waste of time compared with the active side. You do not know what I would not have given these last few months, – what I would not give now, – to meet with a little intellectuality around me, or to have half an hour’s talk with someone with some personality and temperament. Even now in war time  the Army means mental starvation. By the time this war ends I shall have become too commonplace and orthodox for you to care to talk to. Nothing would induce me now to take up the Army as a permanent career.


Edward came over for two hours last night and told me among other things that you would be twenty-one on Dec. 29th. Somehow I never consider you as fifteen months older than myself. What would you like for a birthday present? Have you got a Swinburne, or is there any other book you would like to have particularly? Do please let me know.
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Vera to Roland


Buxton, 19 December 1914




I enclose a pair of bed-socks which I thought you might like now the weather is getting so cold. You ought to have had them before as I started knitting them when I came down from Oxford, but various interruptions have delayed their completion. If you despise such things, or the zeal of unoccupied relatives has provided you with enough for a war ten years long, I expect you know of someone you could pass them on to…


I am sorry you find the Army mental starvation, but glad that you do not want to stay in it permanently; I always feel there must be some special position waiting for you in the world which only you can fill adequately. The inanity of the Army type seems only too general; the specimens here are not very encouraging. It is a pity men are turned into types so easily; to me it is rather a melancholy proof of the small amount of personality which the majority of people possess. But your worst enemy would not include you in that category. Of course you will never become too orthodox & commonplace for me to care to talk to.
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