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Introduction





‘Does anybody know what it was all for?’ writes Elaine Feinstein in her poem here in memory of the poet Isaac Rosenberg. A century on, the First World War – which, by the political decisions of its aftermath, spawned the Second World War only twenty-one years later – continues to cast its long, cold shadow from the past to the present. In modern-day Belgium and France, the ‘iron harvest’ of unexploded bombs, shrapnel, bullets and the crude, lethally effective barbed wire recalled here by Sean Borodale in his choice of an anonymous trench song, is annually uncovered by farmers during their spring planting and autumn ploughing in mind-numbing quantity. This global war, centred on Europe, mobilised over sixty-five million men. Ten million of them died and nearly twenty million were wounded; seven million civilian lives were lost: gross statistics which can only, perhaps, be comprehended, in simply human terms, through the poetry of the time.


In this memorial anthology, I have invited some of our best contemporary poets to help us remember the tragedy of the Great War by responding in new poems to the poetry, or other texts, which emerged from those four barbaric years of violence and slaughter; when Science and Politics became servants to War. Perhaps we should recall, also, the words of the philosopher and conscientious objector – a different bravery – Bertrand Russell: 




And all this madness, all this rage, all this flaming death of our civilisation and our hopes, has been brought about because a set of official gentlemen, living luxurious lives, mostly stupid, and all without imagination or heart, have chosen that it should occur rather than that any one of them should suffer some infinitesimal rebuff to his country’s pride.





As the voices of the living and the dead mingle in these pages, in poetry, translation or diary, it is impossible not to be brought closer to the suffering of the time. There are vivid family connections here, in new poems by Roy Fisher, Paul Muldoon, Seamus Heaney and Jackie Kay. The selections juxtapose poems by Apollinaire, Akhmatova and Hedd Wyn alongside the poems of Sassoon, Brooke, Gurney, Thomas and Owen, which are as familiar to us as hymns. And in the reference to modern conflicts by Imtiaz Dharker and Blake Morrison, however calmly uttered, we hear the proper note of outrage which all remembrance of the carnage of this War should contain, which the brave dead of all nations deserve, and which we hear clearly, still, in Siegfried Sassoon’s declaration against ‘the sufferings’.


I would like to thank all the poets for their commitment to ensuring that poetry remembers 1914.





CAROL ANN DUFFY
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CAROL ANN DUFFY


An Unseen









I watched love leave, turn, wave, want not to go,


depart, return;


late spring, a warm slow blue of air, old-new.


Love was here; not; missing, love was there;


each look, first, last.







Down the quiet road, away, away, towards


the dying time,


love went, brave soldier, the song dwindling;


walked to the edge of absence; all moments going,


gone; bells through rain







to fall on the carved names of the lost. I saw


love’s child uttered,


unborn, only by rain, then and now, all future


past, an unseen. Has forever been then? Yes,


forever has been.






























WILFRED OWEN


The Send-off









Down the close darkening lanes they sang their way


To the siding-shed,


And lined the train with faces grimly gay.







Their breasts were stuck all white with wreath and spray


As men’s are, dead.







Dull porters watched them, and a casual tramp


Stood staring hard,


Sorry to miss them from the upland camp.







Then, unmoved, signals nodded, and a lamp


Winked to the guard.







So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went.


They were not ours:


We never heard to which front these were sent;







Nor there if they yet mock what women meant


Who gave them flowers.







Shall they return to beating of great bells


In wild train-loads?


A few, a few, too few for drums and yells,









May creep back, silent, to village wells,


Up half-known roads.





chosen by CAROL ANN DUFFY



























PAULA MEEHAN


After the News









We sat in the garden


as if we’d been turned to stone


and the high voices of the children reached us


from the garden next door.







The bees were at their ceaseless work


in the heat of the summer’s day.







I thought of a statue I saw once:


the ancient Irish saint, Fiachra,


patron of gardeners and gardens







and all they enfold, protector of bees


and the labour of their honey, their wax,


the ancient solace of candlelight in darkness.







And the story told me


that such was the saint’s compassion


for the hurt and broken ones







his salt tears could heal the creatures


and restore the damaged to a wholeness again.










Before the summer comes round again,


and the birds begin to sing again







we will cry such an ocean of tears


as will break even the stone hearts of statues


where they stand on their pedestals







in the churches, in the gardens,


on the chartered streets of the city,







before the great cycle comes round again


and the bees once more


work their sweetness from the garden.






























ANNA AKHMATOVA


July 1914







I




It smells of burning. For four weeks


The dry peat bog has been burning.


The birds have not even sung today,


And the aspen has stopped quaking.







The sun has become God’s displeasure,


Rain has not sprinkled the fields since Easter.


A one-legged stranger came along


And all alone in the courtyard he said:







‘Fearful times are drawing near. Soon


Fresh graves will be everywhere.


There will be famine, earthquakes, widespread death,


And the eclipse of the sun and the moon.







But the enemy will not divide


Our land at will, for himself:


The Mother of God will spread her white mantle


Over this enormous grief.’








II




The sweet smell of juniper


Flies from the burning woods.


Soldiers’ wives are wailing for the boys.


The widow’s lament keens over the countryside.







The public prayers were not in vain,


The earth was yearning for rain!


Warm red liquid sprinkled


The trampled fields.







Low, low hangs the empty sky


And a praying voice quietly intones:


‘They are wounding your sacred body,


They are casting lots for your robes.’







      July 20, 1914, Slepnyovo







      translated by JUDITH HEMSCHEMEYER





chosen by PAULA MEEHAN



























SEAN BORODALE


High Wood


15th September 1916









The bearers were quiet


carrying sections on stretchers,


forms letting out heat


grew dark in the dark.


Through the roar,


the small, piercing, chafed flutes


at the holes of throats


blew from the loss;


hands separated, tangled in wire,


feeding machinery –


the tanks were big clowns of 30-tonne iron.







Today, they still run at slow-speed,


those vaporous men through an endless


river of air,


rushing like swifts


passing the world as it arrives and leaves.


At every point of turning in


are the missing shadows,


those who have joined the shadow


from the violation, the breath


shivered into a sphere,










a bubble of torn pressures; some of its excess


enters the audio and periscopes


of hours,


scrapes the rags in the hangars of trees


and on every hill,


rattles with strewn thin off-course


homeless pieces;


strands of men.






























ANONYMOUS


Hanging on the Old Barbed Wire


Trench song from the First World War









If you want to find the old battalion,


I know where they are, I know where they are,


     I know where they are.


If you want to find the old battalion, I know where they are,


They’re hanging on the old barbed wire.


I’ve seen ’em, I’ve seen ’em, hanging on the old barbed wire.


I’ve seen ’em, I’ve seen ’em, hanging on the old barbed wire.





chosen by SEAN BORODALE



























RACHAEL BOAST


The Testament of Jean Cocteau







I have assumed the attitude of Mars when he has an appointment with Venus
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