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INTRODUCTION


The Author


The author, my father, wrote these poems in his mid-twenties while serving with the Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU) during the Second World War, first in London hospitals, and from the end of 1944, in northwest Europe during the time of the Allied advance; the poems continue through the end of the war and its aftermath.


Roland J. Harris (1919–1969) had read English at University College, London, which was evacuated to Aberystwyth when war began. After finishing his degree he worked on a farm, for which reason I include one of his nature poems (‘The Lark’) that also, in a sense, gives a hint of the nature of his pacifism, founded in respect for life in all its forms. He spoke French and German, hence served in Europe; and during his time with the FAU he was with the associated relief services that followed the British Army's liberation of Belsen in April 1945. Afterwards he continued working in Germany with displaced persons and civilians, concluding his ‘journey abroad’ at the end of 1946 with a trip down through Italy as far as Naples.


On return to England he trained as a teacher and worked in both grammar and secondary modern schools, writing his MA and many articles on the teaching of poetry.1 His PhD was an empirical study of the usefulness of teaching formal grammar in the early secondary school years, which was statistically validated and as a consequence radically changed methods of English language teaching in schools; it offered an alternative approach to enabling fluency in language structures which he termed ‘a grammar of situation’. During the 1960s he was deputy head of Woodberry Down, a flagship London comprehensive school where he acquired extensive administrative experience, and (one suspects) put into practice organisational methods learned during his time with the FAU.2 Together with his wife Martha (Mattie) Harris, head of the Children and Families Department at the Tavistock Clinic, he initiated by similar methods a course for training school counsellors.3 He also worked for the Schools Council where he was instrumental in raising the school-leaving age to sixteen. During the last two years of his life he taught psycholinguistics at Brunel University.4


After his sudden death in 1969, aged 50, my mother together with a mutual friend and colleague, Donald Meltzer (whom she later married) created the Roland Harris Educational Trust which in 2005 became the Harris Meltzer Trust, continuing the same educational objectives with their special focus on psychoanalysis and the mind.




For my father, writing poetry was work which required a vocational commitment and he said he couldn't do it whilst both working and bringing up a family, but he intended to start again when his children grew up – which he never lived to see. At the time of his death he had been collecting his poems, all written before age 32, into three volumes, entitled: A Journey Abroad; Verses for Simple People; and Private Worlds. The poems printed here constitute the first volume and follow his own order and grouping (though some are lost, and there are one or two additions). They are intended to form a narrative, not of the war as such, but of his internal education as it evolved during the course of his war experiences.


The FAU


The FAU was set up at the beginning of the Second World War by some of those who had served in the Unit in the First World War only twenty years previously, including Paul Cadbury and Arnold Rowntree. It was a voluntary organisation, funded by donations, whose members served on a maintenance-only basis with a small amount of pocket money. It provided a means of engaging in emergency medical and relief services that was acceptable to Quakers, conscientious objectors, and others of similar pacifist conviction. The FAU in both wars was constitutionally independent of the Society of Friends, although in the field its members were generally known as ‘the Quakers’, and despite some Quakers remaining dubious about the active collaboration with the army that characterised the Unit – as shown not only in their actions but in their uniform. Lyn Smith cites Michael Cadbury: ‘We felt we had to work with the army, and of course we had to look like them. What good was it being trained in ambulance work if you couldn't go into an area where war was raging and there were people to heal?’ (Smith, 1999, p. 244). A training centre was set up outside Birmingham which rapidly became self-managing, and formulated its own aims and procedures; according to A. Tegla Davies in the official history, ‘Before long the older men who brought it into being…wisely left us to it’ (Davies, 1947, p. 1). One of the most notable features of the Unit was in fact its efficient organisation, given that its diverse relief activities were spread throughout the world: from the Far East, through Scandinavia and the Balkans, to – eventually – Europe itself. The members made close relationships whilst training in England and many were maintained when they dispersed to different areas. Davies writes: ‘The Unit HQ [in London] was unique among voluntary societies in the field, and did a great deal to ensure the effective working of the personnel…not until they left the Unit did they appreciate how good the Unit administration was’ (Davies, p. 354).


Their members came from all walks of life, and were (perhaps) of above average intelligence, yet being young, hoped to meet with ‘the arduous and dangerous’ in a way that did not compromise their principles; and conscious of not wishing to be judged – or to judge themselves – cowards. Most importantly, the FAU set-up, which expected individuals and small groups to exercise self-discipline in getting the work done, allowed them to use their intelligence, not simply to automatically obey orders without thinking around them. (A large number of testimonies to this effect were collected by Lyn Smith in Pacifists in Action, 1998.)


The stated intention of the first training camp was ‘to train ourselves as an efficient Unit to undertake ambulance and relief work under both civilian and military control, and by working as a pacifist and civilian body where the need is greatest, to demonstrate the efficacy of co-operating to build up a new world rather than fighting to destroy the old’ (Davies, pp. 5–6). They learned first aid, motor mechanics, supply distribution, and the circumvention of red tape, on the lines of the FAU's dictum in the First World War: ‘Find work that needs doing and regularise it later.’ The FAU were often first on the spot, determining the most urgent needs and immediately mobilising their own communications network: ‘The Unit expected to make its main effort quickly and decisively and then withdraw or hand over anything of lasting value in its work’ (Davies, p. 354). But they also had to work alongside the more powerful but cumbersome government-accountable organisations such as UNRRA (the United Nations) which inevitably arrived on the scene much later, after a great many more bureaucratic hurdles. When the Americans entered the war they were opposed to using voluntary groups for civilian relief, other than the Red Cross, and there was a danger of being stifled by distant directorate. But the practical philosophy of the FAU was first and foremost to establish personal relationships with the army officers on whom their own services and survival depended; and ultimately, despite their official position being at times anomalous, this enabled their tactic of ‘act first, regularise later’ to continue functioning, as good relations with military government enabled both groups to prioritise the task in hand. In 1945 the Red Cross offered to sponsor the FAU and then followed the Unit's German HQ to Vlotho, close to the HQ of the British Army of the Rhine, where it was joined by the FRS, also under the Red Cross umbrella. It was the army that kept requesting more FAU sections during the Allied advances into Europe, and that ignored a directive designating UNRRA as the only civilian agency allowed to deal with displaced persons in Germany (Davies, p. 434). When the Second Army was dissolved at the end of the war, the retiring military governor paid tribute to them: ‘If we had to repeat the Normandy landing I would ask for more and land them earlier’ (Davies, 433). This was despite their very different perspectives and modes of discipline: ‘As for the Allied forces, one can only admire the way in which army officers accommodated units of men whom they often found difficult, bewildering, and infuriating. In short, the FAU–military relationship in the Second World War is a tribute to both the Allied armies and the Unit’ writes Lyn Smith (1999, p. 243).


FAU relief work in Europe began with the Allied advance of 1943 in southern Italy; continuing with the Normandy landings in 1944, then also entering via the Netherlands in September 1944 after the Allied landings at Arnhem. My father was among those who crossed to the Netherlands in late 1944, working first in transit camps, then following the army into Germany in February 1945 during the assault on the Rhineland. In the shattered cities of the Ruhr valley, the FAU helped to set up dozens of refugee camps between the Rhine and the Baltic. In April 1945 members of the FAU and FRS (including my father) accompanied the Army in the relief of Sandbostel and Bergen-Belsen concentration camps. By June 1945 there were 150 FAU members stationed in twelve sites within Germany across the zone occupied by the British Army. Thousands of displaced persons and refugees in both directions were in the care of small sections each comprising a handful of relief workers, from the FAU and other voluntary organisations. Work with displaced persons (DPs) was the initial priority, then by the end of 1945 a directive was relaxed that forbade fraternisation with German civilians – a directive which hampered work by the FAU method which (in accordance with Quaker principles) encouraged personal communication as a means of defusing nationalist hostilities. (Indeed the directive was never strictly obeyed.) ‘The Quakers considered their assistance as person-to-person help: they face those in need of assistance not as an anonymous organisation, nor did they consider the Germans only as ‘relief recipients’. They knew that the climate, the human atmosphere, was an essential element in relief work, especially in the Germany of the first post-war years, with its creeping despair and cynicism.’ (Achim von Borries, 2000, p. 42). They also objected with some success to the official policy of forced repatriation, aware of those who would be persecuted if they returned to their country of origin (the Soviet Union in particular).


Over the course of the war the FAU counted over a thousand members, mostly young men in their twenties; although there were some women, they did not accompany the fighting forces, who preferred frontline services to be men-only. At the end of the war however, FAU activities in Europe overlapped with those of the FRS (Friends Relief Service) which had an equal number of men and women; together they were involved in relieving Nazi concentration camps and rehabilitating displaced persons, forced labourers, refugees, and eventually German civilians.


The FAU was officially disbanded in June 1946, having acted in the immediate aftermath of the war as a relief organisation ‘second only to the Red Cross’ (Davies, p. 460); but about half its members (including my father for some months) continued to work amongst the German population with the FRS and other organisations. The FAU remit was taken over by the Friends Service Council and post-war service. In 1947 the Friends Service Council, together with its American equivalent the American Friends Service Committee, were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, accepting it with the words: ‘It is the silent help from the nameless to the nameless which is the Quakers’ contribution to the promotion of brotherhood among nations.’


Some conscientious objectors suffered socially as a result of their beliefs, though perhaps not as much as during the First World War (and there were still some imprisonments); I doubt however that this was the case with my father, who sought out like minds although he was an intensely private person, and whose introspection shielded him from those who could not understand. As the following poems demonstrate, especially ‘After-song’, it is the close comradeship that remained in his mind, as many others have also testified. Nonetheless it seems important to remember that when the FAU was formally disbanded, a system of aftercare was set in place to help the transition back into civilian life for those whose lives and careers had been irrevocably changed not solely as a result of the war, but as a result of their pacifist views.


Lyn Smith, who conducted a series of interviews with ex-FAU members in the 1990s, was impressed by ‘the personal growth that they all experienced while in the FAU’, and how many called it their ‘university’ – possibly some who, in those days, might never have had the opportunity to go to university, and perhaps others who meant their ‘real’ university, on the lines of Gorky's autobiography My Universities. She writes: ‘One is continuously reminded of how these experiences and the high standards set by the Unit changed expectations and careers after the war. A very large proportion of ex-members went into medicine and other socially constructive work, and many have continued to use their spare time helping others in their communities or doing valuable work with relief and humanitarian organizations’ (Smith, 1999, p. 253). It is an example of such personal growth, a genuine educational experience, that is documented in this book of poems.


The Poems


These poems contain sharply observed vignettes of people, time and place. But they constitute an autobiography, not a documentary; they are about discovering the light of ‘the perceiving eye’, by which the poet means the light of love – again, something which has no meaning outside its particular description and context. Love in a wide sense, worked out through poetry in response to real life situations, also defines the essential nature of his pacifism. My father was not a Quaker but described himself as an agnostic:
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