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			introduction

			Ben Shepherd tells us that the doctors of the First World War came to realise that ‘a man’s capacity to endure in war was determined by many things – heredity, upbringing, “character”, the society he came from, how he felt about the war, his relationship to his fellow soldiers, the length of time he had been fighting, whether his wife had been unfaithful – quite apart from the military circumstances in which he found himself.’* The influences that affected Richard Aldington’s ‘capacity to endure’ were manifold.

			He had grown up in dysfunctional family circumstances. His father, a solicitor, was naïve and ineffective, and his unwise investments led to bankruptcy on two occasions; along with the public humiliation, this meant the curtailment of Richard’s education, both when he was removed from public day school at the age of thirteen and later, when he had to leave University College London after the first year of an undergraduate course. While he spent his whole life remedying his lack of a formal education, Aldington also felt the need to dissemble about it and often implied that he had received a typical public-school and university education. His mother was a much stronger character, from humbler roots, self-centred and a sensualist, who came to despise her weaker husband. Their son’s portraits of his parents in Death of a Hero (1929) and Very Heaven (1937) are savage but not entirely false. Attachment theory is a useful tool for understanding his psychological vulnerability in later life and, particularly, his inability to form a lasting marital attachment.

			Indeed, his marital problems contributed to the isolation and depression he experienced throughout his war service and into the decade that followed. In the brief pre-war period when he had found his vocation as a poet and a founder of the Imagist movement, a literary circle in which he could flourish, a partner and later wife, the American poet Hilda Doolittle (H.D.), whom he admired and adored, and a role as assistant editor of the journal The Egoist, Aldington had thrived. War disrupted it all and was even blamed (by H.D.) for the traumatic experience – for them both – of a stillborn child in May 1915. Their physical relationship suffered in the aftermath. By 1916 conscription was on the horizon and the prospect terrified him; he sought solace in a brief extra-marital affair. By March 1918, with his second period of service at the front looming, he was immersed in a far more passionate and emotionally serious affair. In a state of misery, H.D. left London for Cornwall and the company of the composer Cecil Gray, by whom she became pregnant. Aldington was unable to cope with the notion of this child replacing the one they had lost and was torn between H.D. and his lover, Dorothy Yorke, and the couple separated in April 1919, shortly after the birth of H.D.’s daughter. Aldington would spend the next nine years with Yorke in the Berkshire countryside. 

			

			His war experience is vividly recreated in Death of a Hero (1929) and in his collection of short stories Roads to Glory (1930). After a period of training which he found utterly humiliating, he reached the Loos sector of the Western Front in January 1917. His battalion, the Eleventh Leicesters, were the Pioneers of Sixth Division – units whose tasks were to construct trenches, roads and railways, but also to serve as infantry when required to do so. The surroundings were grim, the ground dominated by slagheaps, mine works, industrial buildings and villages that were now masses of rubble. Work as a pioneer was taxing and the rear areas where they were billeted were under constant shell fire and intermittent gas bombardments. Aldington returned to England to undertake officer training in May and did not return to the front until nearly a year later, in the aftermath of the 1918 German Spring Offensive, by then commissioned as a second-lieutenant in the Ninth Battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment. 

			The battalion was initially stationed in the same sector which he had left in the spring of 1917. In Death of a Hero he describes walking over the notorious Hill 70, captured by the Canadian corps while he was in England:

			At dawn one morning when it was misty he walked over the top of Hill 91 [Hill 70], where probably nobody had been by day since its capture. The heavy mist brooded about him in a strange stillness. Scarcely a sound on their immediate front, though from north and south came the vibration of furious drum-fire. The ground was a desert of shell-holes and torn rusty wire, and everywhere lay skeletons in steel helmets, still clothed in the rags of sodden khaki or field grey. Here a fleshless hand still clutched a broken rusty rifle; there a gaping, decaying boot showed the thin, knotty foot-bones. […] Alone in the white curling mist, drifting slowly past like wraiths of the slain, with the far-off thunder of drum-fire beating the air, Winterbourne stood in frozen silence and contemplated the last achievements of civilised men.*

			These images would haunt him for a long time. Meanwhile, he became an acting company commander. Now that the Germans had exhausted their reserves, the Allied advance to victory began; but in late August Aldington was sent on a six-week signals course, re-joining his battalion as its signals officer on the 8th of October to take part in the final battle of the Hindenburg Line, the Battle of Cambrai. In a period of intense mobile warfare, the retreating German army putting up a stiff resistance, the battalion captured villages to the north-east of the town and participated on the 4th of November in the advance across the River Rhonelle. 

			The Armistice came on the 11th of November, but Aldington’s military service did not end, as the Ninth Sussex became part of the Army of Occupation. War-weary and in poor physical health, attempting to deal at a distance with the conflict he was experiencing between his love for H.D. and his passion for Yorke and with the emotional impact of H.D.’s pregnancy, having no employment to which to return and devoid of creative inspiration, Aldington sank into a depressed state. Demobilised in February 1919, he occupied a shabby London hotel for the rest of that year and desperately tried to earn money by writing journal articles; his one stroke of good fortune was his appointment as French critic for the Times Literary Supplement. His parting from H.D. in April was abrupt and acrimonious; she would always feel that his emotional state at the time had verged on insanity. He wrote to his close friend and fellow poet F.S. Flint: 

			What you say about my writing is most kind, but my friend, I am going through a really desperate crisis. I have serious doubts about my talent. Everything I’ve written, everything I am writing, seems to me bad, spoiled, foolish. My poems seem stupid; my prose cliché-ridden. I must carry on writing in order to live. But I’ve lost any confidence. It’s awful. I blush each time I see my name printed on work I deem to be pathetic. […] If I had your knowledge of French literature at least I could feel less ashamed of the work I do for the Times. But all my pleasure writing about French authors is ruined for me by the thought that there exist certainly several people who could fulfil this role with more skill and knowledge than me. To sum up, I look like someone taking advantage of the public. I’m nothing but a mediocre poet, and a less than mediocre critic.*

			That this ran deeper than a lack of professional confidence is made clear by the following passage from the same letter: ‘Two days ago I was strolling with a woman friend along the paths at Hampton Court. There were lilac and apple trees in blossom, wallflowers, all the trees were covered in fresh, fragile foliage, the birds were singing. I thought of your poem ‘Fragment’ and, I don’t know why, but I was overcome with a great sadness. It was the immense futility of life that brought a lump to my throat and I had the awful thought that by escaping death in the war I have perhaps missed my true fate.’* He was deeply traumatised by his war experiences and suffering from the syndrome familiarly known as ‘survivor’s guilt’.

			These feelings were accompanied by bitter resentment towards those who had not been combatants, many of whom had continued to have successful literary careers throughout the war. He told Clement Shorter, editor of The Sphere, ‘I wonder if you realise what a gulf there is in my generation between the men who fought and those who didn’t? It’s a strain being with them; I feel as if I was calling across an enormous ravine to them. Of course I’ve got used to meeting them, but honestly I shrink from it. I can’t quite tell you why, except perhaps that we others have seen all the misery & pain & hunger & despair & death of the world & they, in their comfortable England, have not.’*

			Inevitably the depression began to manifest itself in physical symptoms, which in turn increased the sense of victimhood. He had written to the American poet Amy Lowell at the end of March: ‘I don’t expect non-combatants to understand; they can’t. But you see I’m not at all well; my nerves have got into such a state that I have a sort of “sympathetic” neuralgia in my neck and arms; I sleep badly; I have a “trench throat” & cough; I have ague, directly I get cold.’* By August he was on the verge of a complete breakdown and in September he went off on his own for a walking holiday in the west of England. He told Lowell ‘I had to go away. I had no holiday after demobilisation, the Govt. did not pay me my gratuity for three months & I had to work like a slave to keep going. The result was I nearly broke down mentally, though my physical health is excellent. Since I got back I have only been able to work three days a week; if I work more I get horrible pains in my head, due, people say, to a sort of deferred shellshock.’* 

			In December 1919 he left London for the Berkshire countryside, where Yorke joined him a year later and where he adopted a punishing routine of reading, translating and reviewing.* His diagnosis of the state of post-war Britain was also profoundly gloomy. For him it was a time ‘when the whole of Europe is in an ungodly mess as a result of the war; when the most superficial observer must notice a sharp decline in general morals and manners; when even wealthy England is on the verge of bankruptcy; when almost the whole life of the nation has become commercialised; when art and artists are in a lamentable state of disorder and neglect.’* However, residing in the Berkshire countryside seems to have given him some peace: ‘[N]o rumble and roar of night-fighting, no shell-burst or rattle of machine-guns, no trampling and cursing of transport columns and working parties, no sinister sudden glare of Very lights showing a landscape bristling with barbed wire.’* Memories of the war and thoughts of what it had cost him, personally and artistically, were easier to put behind him – or to suppress – here, although as his poem ‘Eumenides’ shows such thoughts still broke through.
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