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Introduction


No war in history has produced as much poetry as did the First World War, and with no other war has poetry so much influenced popular perception and understanding of the conflict.


Most anthologies in which we find this poetry have based their selection primarily on literary quality, creating what is now an accepted canon of Great War poetry. This centres on the work of a few important writers whom we think of as the First World War Poets – such men as Wilfred Owen, Isaac Rosenberg, Siegfried Sassoon and Edward Thomas. Yet these represent only a small part of the nation’s poetic response to the events of those years, and many survivors regretted that the emphasis placed on this work meant that other very different – less literary but, in their view, often more characteristic – responses to the war had been largely ignored. These were the work of less gifted writers who spoke for their own time but in a different way.


A number of excellent general anthologies in recent years have broadened our understanding by including work by these little-known writers – in particular Dominic Hibberd and John Onion’s Poetry of the Great War: An Anthology, Martin Stephen’s Never Such Innocence: Poems of the First World War and George Walter’s In Flanders Fields: Poetry of the First World War. None, however, has concentrated almost exclusively on these poets. It was a wish to redress this imbalance that was the starting point for this book.


My first thought was that perhaps this poetry – much of which could more accurately be described as verse – had been passed over because it was not worth reviving. I soon discovered how wrong I was. Of course, it does not pretend to aspire in quality to the great poetry of the war – to ‘Dead Man’s Dump’ or ‘Strange Meeting’ or ‘At the Team’s Head-Brass’, for example – but what I discovered was a body of rich, exciting, often deeply moving work that complements the established literary canon; the two should be read side by side. Much of the poetry here is the work of men and women who would not normally have considered themselves poets at all, and it is precisely because it does not have to answer to high literary demands that it is often a more immediate, less poetically self-conscious, response to war. Indeed, many of these poems have an even greater immediacy than letters, for they express what was felt without caution or reserve, offering a true insight into the minds of the fighting men.


Typical of this is the characteristic, important and recurring feature that has been little represented in earlier anthologies, and that is humour. Hundreds of comic and comico-tragic poems were written by soldiers to raise the spirits of their comrades and make more bearable the shared tragedy of their suffering. This often juvenile jollity – which, incidentally, reminds us how young so many of these men were – has nothing to do with the much-derided ‘smiling Tommy’ of the newsreels. These verses were not composed to reassure the people at home. They were written by the men for the men. For an outsider, anyone who had not known the full horror of war, to attempt a humorous interpretation of its experience would have been a grotesque insult. For the men themselves, however, such humour was a lifeline, but one established on their own terms. In his poem ‘Apologia pro poemate meo’, Wilfred Owen examines the complexity of this dichotomy, and in its final lines he points to the exclusivity of the soldiers’ brotherhood: ‘These men are worth | Your tears. You are not worth their merriment.’


Sometimes the humour is deeply black, but more often it reflects a determination to make the best of appalling situations. ‘One has to [. . .] hang on to one’s humour like grim death,’ wrote a young officer in August 1915, ‘otherwise I think you are bound to crack.’1 Often it is a defence against what Edmund Blunden described as ‘socket-eyed despair’.2 Those who refused to see what humour could be found, who dragged others down by looking only on the dark side of things, were despised and castigated for lowering morale. It was an approach that soldiers wished to extend beyond the front: ‘the greatest thing you can do for me is to remain cheerful,’ wrote a soldier to his mother.3 Absurdities of military organisation, farcical situations that erupted even in the midst of battle, are picked up and mocked in a way that any soldier, even today, would immediately recognise. It is, perhaps, the poetical equivalent of Bairnsfather’s Old Bill.


This response to often unspeakable hardship was both a broad characteristic of the British turn of mind of the time and also a particular product of the war itself. Edward de Stein, author of four poems included here, spoke in 1919 of ‘that wonderful spirit of light-heartedness, that perpetual sense of the ridiculous which, even under the most appalling conditions, never seemed to desert the men with whom I was privileged to serve and which indeed seemed to flourish more freely in the mud and rain of the front-line trenches than in the comparative comfort of billets or “cushy jobs”’.4 It is a tribute we find expressed over and over again in contemporary writings; many wondered if it would survive the break-up of the camaraderie that is such an important characteristic of any war.


It is tempting, in a more cynical age, to regard such humour as blind folly, a way of white-washing the truth, something akin to Karl Marx’s opium of the people. But that is to misinterpret its nature. These men knew and understood the reality. They did not take the experience of war lightly. But those who employed humour – and many did not – found in it an almost instinctive mechanism for spiritual and emotional survival. Often it masked fear. Captain, later Lieutenant-Colonel, F.J. Roberts, MC, founding editor of the most famous trench newspaper, the Wipers Times, cautioned that the ‘hilarity was more often hysterical than natural’.5 For all its apparent absurdity, it reached into the deep tragedy of war, throwing powerful light on our understanding of how they were able to endure.


Beyond the humour, there are here many expressions of the suffering the men both witnessed and experienced, and of the deep anger many of them felt. By and large, the general disillusionment that we now associate with the First World War was a product of the peace rather than of the war, of broken promises and a sense of betrayal, of a growing realisation of incompetence and of the empty futility of so much of the sacrifice. Many people now find this difficult to understand, but most of those who have worked through contemporary documents – particularly personal documents such as letters and diaries – will endorse this view, as do many modern historians. As I searched through poems written during the war, I found much mockery of the Staff with their insensitive remoteness from the line, but little criticism of the actual military conduct of the war – even Sassoon was careful to exclude this from his protest.6 And there is overwhelming evidence that most men, even as late as 1918, felt that they were fighting for something worthwhile, a cause in which they still believed.


But there was anger that war, with all its suffering, should be accepted as a means of settling international dispute, and against those whose follies and vanities had led to this particular war. And there was a sense of bitterness against those at home who were responsible for its prolongation, who profited from the rich business opportunities it offered and were so often unwilling even to try to understand what they were asking of the serving man and the price that the ordinary soldier was paying for these follies. There was much resentment, too, of conscientious objectors, the despised ‘conshies’ who refused to kill their fellow men and who were seen by many of the soldiers as contemptible shirkers who would live to enjoy freedoms that others had died to achieve. A group of poems in this book is the work of these pacifists, explaining their beliefs and their punishment.


In selecting the poems, I have searched through trench newspapers and hospital gazettes, private scrapbooks and autograph albums, old newspapers, magazines and journals, gift books and collections of poems published in aid of a particular cause, and many slim volumes of single poets’ work that were published during or shortly after the war. I have looked at advertisements, at postcards that were sold on the streets by unemployed ex-servicemen, at In Memoriam notices in local newspapers and at the headstones of war graves. It was my privilege to handle an illicit, handwritten magazine literally sewn together before being passed from cell to cell by jailed conscientious objectors. In the decades since the war, most of these works have been unavailable to the general reader, out of print and accessible only in specialist libraries, museums or newspaper archives.


With a handful of exceptions, I have not knowingly selected any work that describes an event not witnessed or experienced by the writer, give or take the considerations of fantasy and humour – I doubt if anyone ever actually saw a Sentry-pede, and I do not think that Harold met his maker because of the abundance of souvenirs he brought home with him. Gilbert Frankau’s ‘Eyes in the Air’ is a first-person account of aerial combat over the line; Frankau was not in the Royal Flying Corps, but from the trenches he was able to watch dog-fights at first hand. Wilfrid Gibson served in the army in England but did not go overseas; despite this, his response to the accounts of front-line experience that he heard from his fellow-soldiers is so acute that he is thought to be one of the most significant poets of the war. A.A. Milne was not wounded at Loos but he saw active service with those who were – whether or not they were greengrocers from Fulham is open to speculation. C. Fox-Smith’s ‘The Call’ is written by a woman, but accurately expresses the thoughts of many of the men as the end of the war approached. Readers must make up their own minds about the chapter entitled ‘L’Envoi’.


There are poems by writers whom we do not usually associate with war poetry – Gordon Bottomley, John Drinkwater and J.B. Priestley, for example. Sometimes the poet may be well known, but the poem I have chosen is not: Alan Seeger’s ‘I have a Rendezvous with Death’ is found in most anthologies but his ‘On Returning to the Front after Leave’ is not, nor is Geoffrey Dearmer’s fine poem ‘Gommecourt’. There is a single poem, ‘Noon’, by Robert Nichols, a poem I have not found in any other anthology.


The use of Robert Nichols’s poem leads me on to an explanation of the general arrangement of the work. As I began to sort and order the poems I had chosen, it became clear that the most sensible way to assemble them would be to follow a broadly chronological pattern built round times and battles or particular themes: it is within the description of daily life in the trenches that ‘Noon’ finds its place. Gradually the material evolved into the story of the experience of the Great War told in verse by those who were there. Although, as an anthology, it lends itself to dipping, it has been designed as a whole. A few rather better-known poems, like ‘Beaucourt Revisited’ and ‘The General’, have been included for narrative reasons within this design, and a handful of works of a less obvious poetical standard than the rest, such as the text of postcards, are included because they speak powerfully of their time.


One of the richest, and certainly the most fascinating, sources was trench newspapers. We cannot now know how many of these ephemeral publications there were, but most units produced something that was written, sometimes illustrated, and then assembled by their men, often in the most impossible conditions. Fortunately, a number have survived, in the British Library, in regimental museums or in private ownership, but many more must have been lost.


One of the earliest of these was the remarkable Fifth Gloucester Gazette, published between 1915 and 1919. As with other notably successful trench publications, a single poet contributed work of remarkable quality – in this case, F.W. Harvey. But the most famous, and most lasting, of these publications was the Wipers Times and the newspapers – such as the Somme-Times and the ‘Better Times’ – that were its sequels, published between February 1916 and December 1918. A facsimile edition first appeared in 1930 and has been followed by others since. Here, it is Gilbert Frankau who has made the most enduring contribution.


Compared to others, the Wipers Times was a relatively sophisticated production. In his Preface to the 1930 facsimile, written in the spring of 1918, the editor tells us that the first number was produced in a wrecked printing house near to the Cloth Hall in Ypres – pronounced Wipers by the British soldiers – which had been discovered by a sergeant who had been a printer in civilian life. ‘There were parts of the building remaining, the rest was on top of the press. The type was all over the country-side. [. . .] Paper was there, ink in plenty, everything in fact except “copy” ’, which the men then set about providing. The editorial ‘den’ was in a rat-infested, water-logged cellar in the old Ypres ramparts. The twelve pages had to be printed one by one, as there were not enough ‘y’s’ and ‘e’s’ to do more than a page at a time. When this original press was shattered by a 5.9 shell, a replacement, ‘a lovely little hand-jigger and a lot more type’, were found near Hell-fire Corner (of all places) and brought back into Ypres so that production could continue. This new, lighter press moved with them wherever they went, the newspaper changing its name as they moved. All but the final number were printed close to the front, on one occasion above ground within 700 yards of the line. ‘Have you ever sat in a trench in the middle of a battle and corrected proofs?’ asked Roberts. ‘Try it.’7 Only the edition that was in production at the opening of the March offensive of 1918 had to be abandoned, because of thoughtless enemy activity.


Other trench newspapers were more primitive – often no more than a single folded sheet. The Spud was typed and then duplicated, as was Depot Review, which was entirely the work of private soldiers. The altogether more ambitious compilation, The Anzac Book, was written and drawn, again largely by private soldiers, during the closing weeks of the Gallipoli campaign of 1915. Unusually, the idea for this publication had come from a member of the Staff who set up a production committee on the peninsular and then asked for contributions. It was also unusual in being intended for a broader readership – not only the men in the trenches but also those at home. The editor was Australia’s official war correspondent, the noted C.E.W. Bean of the Sydney Morning Herald. What was grandly described as his editorial office was situated in a dug-out overlooking Anzac cove.


The very nature of this war means that most of the poems are written by men, but there were also women at the front, notably the remarkable Mary Borden, who served in French military hospitals, often close to the line. Both in England and abroad, women worked as VAD nurses, in the auxiliary forces or in factories. Others – the wives, and the mothers of small children or of men at the front – waited and all too often mourned. Their writings are vivid testimony to the tragedy of anxiety and loss.


Given their variety and richness, and their importance as social and historical testaments, it is inevitable that the poems in this book would have been rediscovered sooner or later. Some may surprise and others discomfort. Together they broaden and enrich our understanding of an event that has had such a profound effect on our national history and consciousness.


A few words about editorial decisions are necessary. In this collection we have followed, wherever possible, the conventions of presentation of the original poems. All poems are complete – a group of dots in the text is a group of dots in the original poem and does not indicate excision. Asterisks indicate a break in a sequence of sonnets. Editorial intrusion has been restricted to the tacit correction of obvious mistakes – generally the result of the makeshift conditions of publication – and to the occasional removal of such incidental things as unnecessary inverted commas round titles. Where a poem appeared for the first time during the war and was later tidied up and reissued in a post-war edition of the poet’s work, the earlier version has been chosen. Within the text of poems, the early twentieth-century convention of full stops within acronyms has been retained; in editorial comment the modern convention of dropping these has been followed.


Notes


1. Captain Eric Gore-Booth, quoted in Malcolm Brown, The Imperial War Museum Book of the Western Front, p. 104.


2. Undertones of War, Penguin edn (1937), p. 168.


3. Quoted in Malcolm Brown, Tommy Goes to War, p. 40.


4. Preface to The Poets in Picardy, and Other Poems, p. 11.


5. Preface, ‘How it Happened’, to the collected edition of the Wipers Times, ed. F.J. Roberts, Eveleigh Nash and Grayson, 1930, p. vii.


6. For a contemporary poem about Siegfried Sassoon and his protest, see ‘Lieutenant Tattoon, M.C.’, p. 143.


7. Preface, ‘How it Happened’, pp. v–vii.




How it Began


In 1815 the armies of France, Britain and Prussia came face to face on Belgian soil at the battle of Waterloo. In the aftermath of the Napoleon wars, a treaty was drawn up at the London Conference of 1838–9 which guaranteed that this small country, so often the cockpit of Europe, would henceforth be a perpetually neutral state. The treaty was signed by Britain, France, Prussia, Austria and Russia.


On the other side of Europe, the Ottoman Empire was breaking up. The Greeks had launched their war for independence in 1821, and as the century progressed more countries struggled to be free. But Turkish domination was replaced by rival bids for territorial rights, and the opening years of the twentieth century found the Balkans in turmoil. In 1908 the Austro-Hungarian Empire annexed the Balkan state of Bosnia-Hercegovina, a land populated by Slavs. In the years that followed, its neighbour Serbia emerged as the leader of the Slavic people, determined to oust the Austro-Hungarian overlords. It was a cause that Russia championed. Austria, angered by the threat this posed, awaited an opportunity to overthrow Serbia.


Meanwhile, a growing rivalry between France and Prussia for European mastery was reaching a climax. In 1870 the Prussians nominated a Hohenzollern prince as a candidate for the Spanish throne. Bismark’s wilful distortion of the facts of diplomatic intervention led on both sides to cries for war. In July 1870 France declared war on Germany. But France was ill prepared. Early in 1871, after a siege of four-and-a-half months, Paris fell and France surrendered. By the terms of the peace, it relinquished to Germany its eastern state of Alsace and much of Lorraine. An indemnity was demanded and a German army of occupation installed until the payment was complete. In a France determined to make good its inglorious defeat, la revanche was born.


In the summer of 1914, against a background of territorial ambition, increasing armaments and growing tension and fear, there existed in Europe two opposing camps. The Triple Alliance, pledging military support under certain circumstances, was made up of Germany, Austria and Italy; the Triple Entente, a collaboration that grew from the settlement of long-standing differences rather than from promises of military alliance, comprised Russia, France and Britain. Between Russia and France there existed also a military alliance in which Britain had no part. The newly united state of Germany, ruled by Prussians with expansionist, imperialist dreams, felt itself encircled by enemies. In particular it feared Russia’s rapidly increasing industrial and military strength.


On Sunday 28 June 1914, a young Slavic nationalist, Gavrilo Princep, assassinated the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, who were visiting the Bosnian town of Sarajevo. Austria, realising that this was the opportunity it needed to confront and crush Serbia, accused it of complicity in the murder. On 5 July the Kaiser assured his Austrian ally that Germany would stand by Austria, even if an Austrian march into Serbia should unleash a great war. Indeed, Germany had long been preparing for such a war that would sweep away its rivals and secure European domination. Its plans were well laid and its preparations complete.


On 23 July the Austro-Hungarian government issued an ultimatum to Serbia, demanding that it put an end to intrigues whose purpose was to take from Austro-Hungary territories that it claimed were rightfully its own. The ultimatum included a number of impossible demands.


On 25 July the Serbian government conceded most of the points and suggested that the others should be subject to international arbitration. Austria would agree to no such compromise and on 28 July declared war on Serbia. As a precaution against possible Russian support of Serbia, Austria mobilised its forces along its Russian border.


The next day Russia responded by ordering partial mobilisation; two days later this mobilisation was complete. On that day, Friday 31 July, Germany sent a note to Russia demanding that it should halt all military preparations within twelve hours. Its own troops were already mobilised. France, meanwhile, waited anxiously to see what happened next.


On 1 August, Germany declared war on Russia. The next day German troops entered Poland and Luxembourg, and patrols crossed the borders into France. On the same day it declared war on France, and delivered an ultimatum to Belgium demanding free passage across its country. No agreement was given, and on 3 August, following its plan to invade France from the north rather than across the heavily defended land of Alsace-Lorraine, Germany crossed into neutral Belgium. On Tuesday 4 August Britain delivered an ultimatum to Germany stating that, unless it withdrew its forces from Belgium, a state of war would be declared. No reply was received, and at midnight German time – 11 p.m. in London – Britain declared war on Germany.




ONE


The Outbreak of War


Belgium and the Kaiser, ‘Call to Arms’, early training, the BEF leaves for France


Unlike other countries that came into the war in the summer of 1914, Britain had no compulsory military service. Her regular army was small and much of it was posted overseas, particularly in India. There were reservists, who were immediately recalled to the colours, and Territorials whose purpose was to protect their homeland rather than to serve overseas, though this was soon to change. It would take time to create an army large enough to fight a major European war.


Despite the situation, conscription was not introduced. Instead, an immediate appeal was made for 100,000 volunteers – fit, unmarried men between the ages of 19 and 35. Lord Kitchener was put in charge of recruitment, and posters which showed him proclaiming ‘YOUR KING AND COUNTRY NEED YOU’ were displayed countrywide. Moral blackmail was also used. ‘What did you do in the Great War Daddy?’ was a question and a poster designed to shame those who held back from enlisting, as was the practice of handing out white feathers to young men not in uniform. Those who failed to ‘take the King’s shilling’ were despised as shirkers. In fact, the response was so immediate and so overwhelming that many recruits had to begin training without uniforms or weapons.


There was much local pride in the number of volunteers that came forward, and in some towns friends from the same streets and workplaces were encouraged to join up together, forming what were known as Pals’ Brigades. One such town was Accrington in Lancashire, where 1,100 men enlisted inside ten days, with a further 400 being turned away. In theory such mutual support and comradeship was an excellent idea, but later in the war – particularly during the Battle of the Somme in 1916, when single units suffered appalling casualties – it meant that whole communities of young men were almost wiped out. At the beginning, though, many people thought that Kitchener’s New Armies, as they were called, would never be called upon to fight, for the war would be over by Christmas.


Meanwhile, the battles of 1914 were fought by regular soldiers. The first members of the British Expeditionary Force – the BEF – under the command of Sir John French, crossed to France on 9 August.


The Kaiser and Belgium




He said: ‘Thou petty people, let me pass!


What canst thou do but bow to me and kneel?’


But sudden a dry land caught fire like grass,


And answer hurtled but from shell and steel.


He looked for silence, but a thunder came;


Upon him from Liège a leaden hail.


All Belgium flew up at his throat in flame,


Till at her gates amazed his legions quail!







Take heed, for now on haunted ground thy tread;


There bowed a mightier War-Lord to his fall;


Fear! Lest that very grass again grow red


With blood of German now, as then of Gaul!


If him whom God destroys He maddens first,


Then thy destruction slake thy madman’s thirst!


Stephen Phillips





England to Belgium




Not lusting for a brief renown


Nor apt in any vain dispute


You throw the scythes of autumn down,


And leave your dues of autumn fruit


Unharvested, and dare the wrong


Of death’s immitigable wing,


And on your banners burn a song


That gods unrisen yet shall sing.







Because your Belgian fields are dear,


And now they suffer black despite,


Because your womanhood can hear


The menace on the lips of night,


Because you are a little clan


Of brothers, and because there comes


The thief among you, to a man


You take the challenge of your drums.







Not all our tears and wrath shall weigh


The utter bitterness that falls,


O Belgian hearts, on you this day,


The sorrow of your broken walls,


And desolated hearths, the crime


Of Prussian sword and Prussian flame,


But, brothers, with the world we chime


The story of your Belgian name.







We will be comrades at your side,


Your battle and our battle one


To turn again this monstrous pride


That veils but does not know the sun;


Our blood and thews with yours are set


Against this creed of bar and goad,


The Ironside is in us yet


As when the ranks of Cromwell rode.







For all things clean, for all things brave,


For peace, for spiritual light,


To keep love’s body whole, to save


The hills of intellectual sight,


Girt at your Belgian gate we stand,


Our trampled faith undaunted still,


With heart unseared and iron hand


And old indomitable will.


John Drinkwater





The Old Soldiers




We come from dock and shipyard, we come from car and train,


We come from foreign countries to slope our arms again


And, forming fours by numbers or turning to the right,


We’re learning all our drills again and ’tis a pretty sight.







Our names are all unspoken, our regiments forgotten,


For some of us were pretty bad and some of us were rotten,


And some will misremember what once they learnt with pain


And hit a bloody serjeant and go to clink again.


Edward Shanks





March up to the Colours




Come on, come in, and like a river flowing,


In volume irresistible toward the raging sea;


Let all the nations see that Britons now are willing


To fight for right and justice in ‘The War of Liberty’.







Let there be no laggards of our able bodied youth,


In silken dalliance toying, as in piping times of peace;


When ‘home land’ is in danger it is a time forsooth,


To show you are true metal and to take a gun apiece.







The war may be a short one, or it may last for years,


You are ready to endure it, to prove your country right;


If Belgium now is burning amid a rain of tears,


It might have been ‘Our England!’ so strike with all your might.







Kitchener has called for you to take a Briton’s share,


Your country has need of you, so do not hesitate


To march up to the colours, with many a mother’s prayer,


For England, home and beauty – remember Belgium’s fate.


W.J. Wilkinson





The Skunk




The Skunk is quite a nasty beast,


Unsavoury, to say the least.


[image: image]


A football match he likes to watch,


Smoke cigarettes, and call for ‘Scotch’,


The daily papers he enjoys


That tell about the other boys;


But when the War is done, the Skunk


Will wish he hadn’t been a funk!


St John Hamund





The Sloth




The Sloth is of another kind;


He doesn’t want to stop behind;


[image: image]


He means to fight. ‘Some day’ perhaps


He’ll go and join the other chaps.


And when at last he’s at the Front


He’s just the sort to bear the brunt.


Let’s stick a pin in him to show


That now’s the proper time to go!


St John Hamund





Cricket Field or Battle Field?


(‘This is not the time to play games.’ – Lord Roberts)




Battles are won in the playing fields –


But won when the world’s at rest:


Not when the heart of the world is sore


And the soul of the world distressed.


Not when the score is a thousand score,


And a thousand score of the best!


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But won when the world’s at rest:


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But not in the time of strife:







Not when the eye of the world is stern,


And it’s war, my sons, to the knife!


Not when the call is for each and all,


And the Cause is your country’s life!


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But not in the time of strife.







Battles are won in the playing fields –


But not when your King’s umpire:


Not when the breath of your batsmen faints


And the arms of your bowlers tire;


Not when the runs are acclaimed by guns,


And the ball is a ball of fire!


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But not when your King’s umpire!







Battles are won in the playing fields –


But what of another place?


Throw off your white for the khaki cloth,


And a worthier wicket face!


And then if you win, by the grace of God,


Return to the God of Grace!


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But what of that other place?







Battles are won in the playing fields –


But won when the world’s at rest:


Not when the score is a thousand score,


And a thousand score of the best;


Not when the heart of the world is sore


And the soul of the world distressed.


Battles are won in the playing fields –


But won when the world’s at rest!


L. Godfrey-Turner





First Week in the Army


(As interpreted by some of the ‘Derby’ Jocks)




On Saturday I listed in the tartan boys brigade,


And said good-bye to all my pals, long hair, and lemonade.







’Twas Sunday night I kissed the girls I had to leave behind,


I only wept a pint or so – some more I’d sure to find.







On Monday I reported quite punctual at eight,


Got fitted out in khaki, and in kilts I felt first rate.







On Tuesday I encountered Sergeant Major’s fearsome glare,


And my knees they knocked like ninepins, they weren’t used to being bare.







On Wednesday I did squad drill and doubling by the hour,


Until everything inside me had turned completely sour.







On Thursday came a route march which I voted quite a treat,


Until the Friday morning when I had to dress my feet.







On Friday morn I stood in line to get my first week’s pay,


With Ripon Town so near at hand, it soon had gone astray.







On Saturday I had the time to dream of things I’d miss,


And cursed the blooming Kaiser who brought me into this.





Pro Patria




In bowler hats, top coats,


With woollen mufflers round their throats,


They played at war,


These man I watched to-day.


Weary with office work, pinched-faced, depressed,


About the field they marched and counter-marched,


Halting and marking time and all the rest –


Meanwhile the world went on its way


To see the football heroes play.


No music, no applause,


No splendour for them but a Cause


Hid deep at heart.


They drilled there soberly,


Their one half-holiday – the various show


Of theatres all resisted, home renounced;


The Picture Palace with its kindly glow


Forgotten now, that they may be


Worthy of England’s chivalry.


Winifred M. Letts





The Volunteers




Time: 7.30 p.m. Scene: A large disused barn, where forty members of the local Volunteer Training Corps are assembled for drill. They are mostly men well over thirty-eight years of age, but there is a sprinkling of lads of under nineteen, while a few are men of ‘military age’ who for some good and sufficient reason have been unable to join the army. They are all full of enthusiasm, but at present they possess neither uniform nor arms. Please note that in the following dialogue the Sergeant alone speaks aloud; the other person thinks, but gives no utterance to his words.







The Sergeant. Fall in! Fall in! Come smartly there, fall in


And recollect that when you’ve fallen in


You stand at ease, a ten-inch space between


Your feet – like this; your hands behind your back –


Your weight well poised on both feet, not on one.


Dress by the right, and let each rear rank man


Quick cover off his special front rank man.


That’s it; that’s good. Now when I say, ‘Squad, ’shun’,


Let every left heel swiftly join the right


Without a shuffling or a scraping sound


And let the angle of your two feet be


Just forty-five, the while you smartly drop


Hands to your sides, the fingers lightly bent,


Thumbs to the front, but every careful thumb


Kept well behind your trouser-seams. Squad, ’shun!


The Volunteer. Ha! Though I cannot find my trouser-seams,


I rather think I did that pretty well.


Thomas, my footman, who is on my left,


And Batts, the draper, drilling on my right,


And e’en the very Sergeant must have seen


The lithe precision of my rapid spring.


The Sergeant. When next I call you to attention, note


You need not slap your hands against your thighs.


It is not right to slap your thighs at all.


The Volunteer. He’s looking at me; I am half afraid


I used unnecessary violence


And slapped my thighs unduly. It is bad


That Thomas should have cause to grin at me


And lose his proper feeling of respect,


Being a flighty fellow at the best;


And Batts the draper must not ——


The Sergeant.                         Stand at ease!


The Volunteer. Aha! He wants to catch me, but he ——


The Sergeant.                           ’Shun!


The Volunteer. Bravo, myself! I did not slap them then.


I am indubitably getting on.


I wonder if the Germans do these things,


And what they sound like in the German tongue.


The Germans are a ——


The Sergeant.                                Sharply number off


From right to left, and do not jerk your heads.


                           [They number off.


The Volunteer. I’m six, an even number, and must do


The lion’s share in forming fours. What luck


For Batts, who’s five, and Thomas, who is seven.


They also serve, but only stand and wait,


While I behind the portly form of Batts


Insert myself and then slip out again


Clear to the front, observing at the word


The ordered sequence of my moving feet.


Come let me brace myself and dare ——


The Sergeant.                     Form fours!


The Volunteer. I cannot see the Sergeant; I’m obscured


Behind the acreage of Batts’s back.


Indeed it is a very noble back


And would protect me if we charged in fours


Against the Germans, but I rather think


We charge two deep, and therefore ——


The Sergeant.                     Form two deep!


The Volunteer. Thank Heaven I’m there, although I mixed my feet!


I am oblivious of the little things


That mark the due observance of a drill;


And Thomas sees my faults and grins again.


Let him grin on; my time will come once more


At dinner, when he hands the Brussels sprouts.


[The drill proceeds.


Now we’re in fours and marching like the wind.


This is more like it; this is what we need


To make us quit ourselves like regulars.


Left, right, left, right! The Sergeant gives it out


As if he meant it. Stepping out like this


We should breed terror in the German hordes


And drive them off. The Sergeant has a gleam


In either eye; I think he’s proud of us.


Or does he meditate some stratagem


To spoil our marching?


The Sergeant.                On the left form squad!


The Volunteer. There! He has done it! He has ruined us!


I’m lost past hope, and Thomas, too, is lost;


And in a press of lost and tangled men


The great broad back of Batts heaves miles away.


[The Sergeant explains and the drill proceeds.


The Volunteer. No matter; we shall some day learn it all,


The standing difference ’twixt our left and right,


The bayonet exercise, the musketry,


And all the things a soldier does with ease.


I must remember it’s a long, long way


To Tipperary, but my heart’s ——


The Sergeant.                      Dismiss!





[A subaltern known as Colquhoun]




A subaltern known as Colquhoun,


Was considered, at home, a buffoquhoun,


He would not have been


If his parents had seen


Him drilling his Scottish Platolquhoun.





The Barrack Room




‘Lights out’ has sounded long ago, and midnight must be near;


The wind without roars winterly, the moon shines cold and clear;


Each window on the ceiling casts a phantom window white,


Which o’er the long, bare, narrow room reflects an eerie light.







It shines on thirty wooden beds, six inches from the floor,


Where thirty fellows for a while the officers ignore;


The silent bugle gives them peace, and now, until the day,


Their bodies rest; their dreams may fly who knows how far away?







For scarcely two were of one trade, whom war’s demands unite,


Who left the office, study, plough, for one great cause to fight;


The veteran hard beside the boy who never drilled before,


Each with what little soldiers need ranged near him on the floor.







There’s cheeky Jimmy, the recruit, who does the shuffle dance,


He left his fifteen bob a week to capture Huns in France;


There’s Algy Somebody, Esquire, neglecting an estate,


And all the pheasant shooting, too, to learn ‘deliberate’.







There’s ‘Whistlefield’, the farmer chiel – find soldiering hard? Not he!


Who’d dance sometimes till two a.m., and yoke his cart at three;


There’s poor old Bill, the banker’s clerk, who started work at ten,


And thought he’d learn to ride a horse instead of drive a pen!







For each the work, the grub, the luck, the hope and fear the same,


Who comes for motives all diverse to learn the grimmest game;


And surely when, or soon or late, the weary war is done,


He’ll be more quick to see a pal in every mother’s son!


W. Kersley Holmes





[Have you seen the Pals, sir?]




Have you seen the Pals, sir?


As they swing out through the town,


There’s Tom and Dick and Harry,


Smith, Robinson and Brown.


A credit to their Colonel, sir,


In their uniforms so neat,


I’m sure we all are proud of them,


As they march along the street.







And don’t they look so smart,


When they’re out upon parade,


Men from every rank of life,


And every kind of trade.


Married men and single men,


All ready to face the foe.


God guard the Pals of Accrington,


Wherever they may go.







Their officers are proud of them,


These lads in navy blue,


All workers not shirkers,


[             ]


All volunteers, not conscripts,


Beloved by all the girls,


Give them a cheer when they appear,


They’re worth it are the Pals.


C. Wolstencroft





The Call to Arms




There’s a woman sobs her heart out,


With her head against the door,


For the man that’s called to leave her,


– God have pity on the poor!


But it’s beat, drums, beat,


While the lads march down the street,


And it’s blow, trumpets, blow,


Keep your tears until they go.







There’s a crowd of little children


That march along and shout,


For it’s fine to play at soldiers


Now their fathers are called out.


So it’s beat, drums, beat;


But who’ll find them food to eat?


And it’s blow, trumpets, blow,


Ah! the children little know.







There’s a mother who stands watching


For the last look of her son,


A worn poor widow woman,


And he her only one.


But it’s beat, drums, beat,


Though God knows when we shall meet;


And it’s blow, trumpets, blow,


We must smile and cheer them so.







There’s a young girl who stands laughing,


For she thinks a war is grand,


And it’s fine to see the lads pass,


And it’s fine to hear the band.


So it’s beat, drums, beat,


To the fall of many feet;


And it’s blow, trumpets, blow,


God go with you where you go.


Winifred M. Letts





On Trek




Under a grey dawn, timidly breaking,


Through the little village the men are waking,


Easing their stiff limbs and rubbing their eyes;


From my misted window I watch the sun rise.


In the middle of the village a fountain stands,


Round it the men sit, washing their red hands.


Slowly the light grows, we call the roll over,


Bring the laggards stumbling from their warm cover,


Slowly the company gathers all together


And the men and the officer look shyly at the weather.


By the left, quick march! Off the column goes.


All through the village all the windows unclose:


At every window stands a child, early waking,


To see what road the company is taking.


Edward Shanks





The House by the Highway




All night, from the quiet street


Comes the sound, without pause or break,


Of the marching legions’ feet


To listeners lying awake.







Their faces may none descry;


Night folds them close like a pall;


But the feet of them passing by


Tramp on the hearts of all.







What comforting makes them strong?


What trust and what fears have they


That march without music or song


To death at the end of the way?







What faith in our victory?


What hopes that beguile and bless?


What heaven-sent hilarity?


What mirth and what weariness?







What valour from vanished years


In the heart of youth confined?


What wellsprings of unshed tears


For the loves they leave behind?







No sleep, my soul to befriend;


No voice, neither answering light!


But darkness that knows no end


And feet going by in the night.


Elinor Jenkins





The Last Evening




Round a bright isle, set in a sea of gloom,


We sat together, dining,


And spoke and laughed even as in better times


Though each one knew no other might misdoubt


The doom that marched moment by moment nigher,


Whose couriers knocked on every heart like death,


And changed all things familiar to our sight


Into strange shapes and grieving ghosts that wept.


The crimson-shaded light


Shed in the garden roses of red fire


That burned and bloomed on the decorous limes.


The hungry night that lay in wait without


Made blind, blue eyes against the silver’s shining


And waked the affrighted candles with its breath


Out of their steady sleep, while round the room


The shadows crouched and crept.


Among the legions of beleaguering fears,


Still we sat on and kept them still at bay,


A little while, a little longer yet,


And wooed the hurrying moments to forget


What we remembered well,


– Till the hour struck – then desperately we sought


And found no further respite – only tears


We would not shed, and words we might not say.


We needs must know that now the time was come


Yet still against the strangling foe we fought,


And some of us were brave and some


Borrowed a bubble courage nigh to breaking,


And he that went, perforce went speedily


And stayed not for leave-taking.


But even in going, as he would dispel


The bitterness of incomplete good-byes,


He paused within the circle of dim light,


And turned to us a face, lit seemingly


Less by the lamp than by his shining eyes.


So, in the radiance of his mastered fate,


A moment stood our soldier by the gate


And laughed his long farewell –


Then passed into the silence and the night.


Elinor Jenkins







TWO


Early Months


Retreat from Mons, Kaiser’s ‘Scrap of Paper’, spy mania, Kaiser’s ambition to invade Britain, the First Battle of Ypres, the Christmas truce


After landing in France, the British Expeditionary Force (or BEF), under the command of Sir John French, moved north to take up positions beside the French army to halt the German advance through Belgium. On Sunday 23 August they came face to face with the attacking forces in the small mining town of Mons. After a fierce battle down the streets and among the slag heaps, they were forced to withdraw. The Retreat from Mons, covering 250 miles in fierce summer heat, continued until 5 September. As rearguards turned to fight, the main body of troops marched until their feet were bloody and they moved almost in their sleep. They sang as they marched, and there were stories that ghosts of the English killed at Agincourt appeared to support them – ‘The Angels of Mons.’


The German advance seemed unstoppable as they implemented the Schlieffen Plan, a long-planned strategy that would lead to the fall of Paris and would bring France to its knees inside six weeks, before the Russian armies had had time to mobilise effectively. But the plan depended upon a swift, undefended passage through Belgium. Instead, faced with unexpectedly strong resistance, Von Kluck, the German commander, altered the thrust of his attack. Suddenly he found himself threatened with being outflanked, and his armies were forced to withdraw first to the River Marne and then to the Aisne; his plans for a swift victory were gone. Now, his men began to move towards the Channel ports; if these fell, the British Army would be cut off and the British Isles isolated from the Continent.


In what became known as ‘The Race for the Sea’, the BEF moved rapidly north once more. The decisive confrontation came at the end of October near the medieval Flemish wool town of Ypres. The British were heavily outnumbered and the German Crown Prince, certain of victory, arrived to watch the defeat of what the Kaiser had called a ‘contemptible little Army’. The British held on by a whisker, but by the end of the battle on 21 November the BEF had almost ceased to exist. Ypres became a symbol of the invincibility of the British Army that, though a vulnerable salient, was now to be held at all costs. Open warfare was over; with the coming of winter a line of trenches was drawn from the North Sea to the Swiss border – the Western Front. On Christmas Day, exhausted men on both sides of the line called an unofficial truce.


Meanwhile, in a fraught atmosphere at home, the terrible news of the retreat and the near encirclement of the BEF was replaced by reports of the successful defence of Ypres. Spy mania and rumour flourished. Everything German was suspect – from waiters and governesses to dachshunds and hock – and there were stories that Russian soldiers, with snow still on their boots, had been seen in England on their way from Archangel to support the Allies in France.


[image: image]


[There was a strange Man of Coblenz]


There was a strange Man of Coblenz, the length of whose legs was immense;


He went with one prance from Russia to France,


That excitable man of Coblenz.


[image: image]


Retreat




It was a nightmare week of thirst and dust –


With fairly heavy scraps at the beginning –


And disappointment, mixed with a queer trust


That we were winning.


They say one German rush stopped strangely short –


The Boches fell back; their horses couldn’t face


Something! when we were in a tightish place –


Somewhere near Agincourt!







I wasn’t there – and of that whole crammed week


Only two little things stick in my mind;


Our battery – we were rearmost, so to speak –


Had left me miles behind







In a great field of roots – there crouching tight


Across those turnips casting backwards glances –


Less than a mile behind on a low height


I caught a gleam of lances!







(I’d felt that thrill in my small boy existence


When Porsena of Clusium in his pride


Marched upon Rome – and the ‘wan burghers spied’


His vanguard in the distance!)







Behind that hill was hid a host too vast


To count – much too tremendous to alarm me!


These were their first – and I the very last


Of French’s little army!







– Oh yes, we’d lots of shelling, heaps of scraps –


They all but had us once – and shot my stallion


From Fez – but funked a dozen Highland chaps


Who tricked a whole Battalion!







One other thing – I’d halted fairly beat


– A baking road – some poplars over-arching –


Men simply tumbling down with thirst and heat,


And crumpled up with marching.







There was a weedy ‘Sub’, who used to shy


At work and drill and such-like useless trifles!


Just then he passed me, limping, whistling, by


Hung stiff with Tommies’ rifles!





*   *   *




Though of that week I never want to talk –


I’ll think of Mons, whenever I remember


The valse tune that he whistled – or I walk


Through turnips in September!


Charles T. Foxcroft





The Mouth-Organ




When drum and fife are silent,


When the pipes are packed away,


And the soldiers go


Too near the foe


For the bugle’s noisy bray;


When our haversacks are heavy,


And our packs like Christian’s load,


Then Jimmy Morgan


Plays his old mouth-organ,


To cheer us on our road.


‘It’s a long, long way to Tipperary –’







When by the shrunken river


Reclined the great god Pan,


And to his needs,


Cut down the reeds –


And music first began;


Then all mankind did marvel


At a melody so sweet;


But when Jimmy Morgan


Plays his old mouth-organ,


Even Pan takes second seat!







When Orpheus, of old time,


Did strike his magic lute,


He lorded it,


As he thought fit,


O’er boulder, bird and brute;


And great trees were uprooted,


And root-marched, so to say,


But when Jimmy Morgan


Plays his old mouth-organ,


You should see us march away.


When the Piper Pied of Hamlin,


In the legend of renown,


His pipe did play,


He charmed away


The children from the town:


But behold our whole Battalion –


To the joy of wife and wench –


Led by Jimmy Morgan,


And his old mouth-organ


March forward to the trench.


‘Here we are, here we are, here we are again!’







O, an overture by Wagner


Strikes sweetly on mine ear,


And the noble three,


Brahms, Bach, and Bee-


thoven, I love to hear;


But when the rains are falling,


And when the roads are long,


Give me Jimmy Morgan


And his old mouth-organ


To lead our little song.


‘A-roving, a-roving; we’ll gang nae mair a-roving!’







Sometimes he pipes us grave notes,


Sometimes he pipes up gay;


Till broken feet


Take up the beat


Of quick-step or Strathspey:


But he plays upon our heart-strings


When he plays a Scottish tune –


Hear Jimmy Morgan


And his old mouth-organ


At ‘The Banks o’ Bonnie Doon’!







He has a twist upon his mouth,


A twinkle in his e’e;


A roguish air,


A deil-ma-care,


Like the Piper o’ Dundee:


Faith! we would dance thro’ half o’ France,


And a’ the trenches carry,


If Jimmy Morgan


On his old mouth-organ,


Did but give us ‘Annie Laurie’!







And when the war is over –


The war we mean to win –


And Kaiser Bill


Has had his pill,


And we boys march thro’ Berlin;


‘Unter den Linden’ going,


We’ll need no pipes to blow –


Just Jimmy Morgan


And his old mouth-organ,


Leading us as we go!


‘Highland laddie, Highland laddie; whar hae you been a’ the day?’







And when this life is ended,


And Morgan gone aloft,


He will not carp


Tho’ he get no harp,


Nor trumpet sweet and soft;


But if there be a place for him


In the Angelic choir,


Give Jimmy Morgan


His old mouth-organ,


And he’ll play and never tire.


Joseph Lee





Singing ‘Tipperary’




We’ve each our Tipperary, who shout that haunting song,


And all the more worth reaching because the way is long;


You’ll hear the hackneyed chorus until it tires your brain


Unless you feel the thousand hopes disguised in that refrain.







We’ve each our Tipperary – some hamlet, village, town,


To which our ghosts would hasten though we laid our bodies down,


Some spot of little showing our spirits still would seek,


And strive, unseen, to utter what now we fear to speak.


We’ve each our Tipperary, our labour to inspire,


Some mountain-top or haven, some goal of far desire –


Some old forlorn ambition, or humble, happy hope


That shines beyond the doubting with which our spirits cope.







We’ve each our Tipperary – near by or wildly far;


For some it means a fireside, for some it means a star;


For some it’s but a journey by homely roads they know,


For some a spirit’s venture where none but theirs may go.







We’ve each our Tipperary, where rest and love and peace


Mean just a mortal maiden, or Dante’s Beatrice:


We growl a song together, to keep the marching swing,


But who shall dare interpret the chorus that we sing?


W. Kersley Holmes





Another ‘Scrap of Paper’


(The Times of October 1st vouches for the following Army Order issued by the German Kaiser on August 19th. ‘It is my Royal and Imperial Command that you concentrate your energies, for the immediate present, upon one single purpose, and that is that you address all your skill and all the valour of my soldiers to exterminate first the treacherous English and walk over General French’s contemptible little Army.’)




Wilhelm, I do not know your whereabouts.


The gods elude us. When we would detect your


Earthly address, ’tis veiled in misty doubts


Of devious conjecture.







At Nancy, in a moist trench, I am told


That you performed an unrehearsed lustration;


That there you linger, having caught a cold,


Followed by inflammation.







Others assert that your asbestos hut,


Conveyed (with you inside) to Polish regions,


Promises to afford a likely butt


To Russia’s wingèd legions.







But, whether this or that (or both) be true,


Or merely tales of which we have the air full,


In any case I say, ‘O Wilhelm, do,


Do, if you can, be careful!’







For if, by evil chance, upon your head,


Your precious head, some impious shell alighted,


I should regard my dearest hopes as dead,


My occupation blighted.







I want to save you for another scene,


Having perused a certain Manifesto


That stimulates an itching, very keen,


In every Briton’s best toe –







An Order issued to your Army’s flower,


Giving instructions most precise and stringent


For the immediate wiping out of our


‘Contemptible’ contingent.







Well, that’s a reason why I’d see you spared;


So take no risks, but rather heed my warning,


Because I have a little plan prepared


For Potsdam, one fine morning.







I see you ringed about with conquering foes –


See you, in penitential robe (with taper),


Invited to assume a bending pose


And eat that scrap of paper!


Owen Seaman





The Freedom of the Press




Waking at six, I lie and wait


Until the papers come at eight.


I skim them with an anxious eye


Ere duly to my bath I hie,


Postponing till I’m fully dressed


My study of the daily pest.


Then, seated at my frugal board,


My rasher served, my tea outpoured,


I disentangle news official


From reams of comment unjudicial,


Until at half-past nine I rise


Bemused by all this ‘wild surmise’,


And for my daily treadmill bound


Fare eastward on the underground.


But, whether in the train or when


I reach my dim official den,


Placards designed to thrill and scare


Affront my vision everywhere,


And double windows can’t keep out


The newsboy’s penetrating shout.


For when the morning papers fail


The evening press takes up the tale,


And, fired by curious competition,


Edition following on edition,


The headline demons strain and strive


Without a check from ten till five,


Extracting from stale news some phrase


To shock, to startle or amaze,


Or finding a daring innuendo –


All swelling in one long crescendo,


Till, shortly after five o’clock,


When business people homeward flock,


From all superfluous verbiage freed


Comes Joffre’s calm laconic screed,


And all the bellowings of the town


Quelled by the voice of Truth die down,


Enabling you and me to win


Twelve hours’ release from Rumour’s din.


C.L. Graves





News from the Front


(With apologies to the Censor)




The Army has suffered an awful rout


In the terrible battle of (place left out),


But the enemy’s hordes have been defeated


On the banks of the River (name deleted).


The Austrians, under General Dank,


Attacked the Russians at (name left blank).


On the road near (cut) they fled in fear,


But they turned and fought at (blue-pencilled here).


Our men have had but little rest


Since the fighting began at (name suppressed).


But a funny thing happened – we had to laugh –


When (word gone) we (missing paragraph).


If the Censor destroys this letter, well –


I wish the Censor would go to ---------


(Deletion by Censor).





[There once was a Man, Kaiser Will]


There once was a Man, Kaiser Will, who seldom, if ever, stood still;


He ran up and down with a horrible frown,


And his ideas of culture were nil.


[image: image]


Where are the Russians?


A Plea to the Censor




Oh! where are those Russians,


Those hairy-faced Russians,


That sailed from Archangel and landed in Leith;


Who came o’er in millions,


Some say, sir, in trillions,


With big furry caps on and armed to the teeth?







Explain, Mister Censor,


And end our suspense, sir,


And don’t keep us all in this horrible stew,


Pray say where you’ve trained them,


Or where you’ve detained them,


We know for a fact that these Russians passed through.


For uncles, aunts, cousins,


In scores and in dozens,


From all over England have written to say,


They gave them hot coffee,


‘Chocks’, fruit and mint toffee,


And bade them God-speed as their train steamed away.







Besides, and moreover,


From Leith down to Dover,


Guards, drivers, and pointsmen could tell us all but,


They’d quickly get sacked, sir,


And so with great tact, sir,


They wink at our questions and keep their mouths shut.







And in ‘Dispatch’ daily,


And news ‘Daily Maily’,


We’ve heard of these Russians, but much news we lack,


For somehow or other,


We cannot discover,


Where Kitchener’s put them, and we’re on the rack.







And it’s really most horrid,


The way we are worried,


And humbugged and bothered and kept in a stew,


So drop, sir, this mystery,


For you know ’tis history,


These hairy-faced Russians stopped two hours at Crewe.







Pray say where you’ve put them,


Or shipped them or shut them,


In England, France, Belgium, or in Timbuctoo,


For ’tis tantalizing,


Thus daily surmising,


Come, dear Mr Censor, pray tell us, now do.


T. Clayton





The German Herr




This is the round-eyed German Herr,


Still found in England here and there.


[image: image]


His ears are long, and I’ll be bound


That they can catch the slightest sound.


He’s timid and elusive too;


But mischief he contrives to do,


And so of him we should beware,


And first must catch – then cook our Herr!


St John Hamund





The Traitor




‘Down with the Teutons!’ rose the people’s cry;


‘Who said that England’s honour was for sale?’


Myself, I hunted out the local spy,


Tore down his pole and cast him into jail.


‘An English barber now,’ said I, ‘or none!


This thatch shall never fall before a Hun!’







And all was well until that fateful morn


When, truss’d for shearing in a stranger’s shop,


‘Be careful, please,’ I said, ‘I want it shorn


Close round the ears, but leave it long on top’;


And, thrilling with a pleasant pride of race,


I watched the fellow’s homely British face.







An optimist he was. ‘Those German brutes,


They’ll get wot for. You mark my words,’ he said,


And dragged great chunks of hair out by the roots,


Forgetting mine was not a German head.


‘Oh, yes, they’ll get it in the neck,’ said he,


And gaily emphasized his prophecy.







Ah me, that ruthless Britisher! He scored


His parallel entrenchments round and round


My quivering scalp. ‘Invade us ’ere?’ he roared;


‘Not bloomin’ likely! Not on British ground!’


His nimble scissors left a row of scars


To point the prowess of our gallant Tars.







I bore it without movement, save a start


Induc’d by one shrewd gash behind the ear.


With silent fortitude I watch’d him part


The ruin on my skull. And then a tear,


A fat, round tear, well’d up from either eye –


O traitorous tribute to the local spy!


R.A. Thorold





Ten Little Germans




Ten little Germans marching in a line,


Thought they’d march thro’ Belgium – then there were nine;
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