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            Foreword

         

         Wars end, but not for everyone. There are few people better qualified than Gen Hodgetts to remind us that for those who have come through them, often outwardly unscathed, the hidden scars remain, long after the conflict has ended.

         The first time I heard his poetry – I think it was ‘Major Incident!’ – I was moved to tears. It was not just the power of his poetry, it was a reminder of the terrible choices thrust onto the shoulders of trauma medics, especially in a theatre of war: that grim prioritisation of the likely-to-live over the likely-to-die.

         This resonated for me. After being shot six times in a terrorist attack in Saudi Arabia my life hung in the balance. By the time the trauma team reached me my core body temperature had dropped to 30C. I had gone into something known as ‘Disseminated Intravascular Coagulation’, or ‘DIC’, also known grimly in the trade as ‘Death Is Coming’. I was bleeding uncontrollably from 11 bullet holes. As fast as they poured blood in, out it came through the holes, like filling up a bath without a plug. Close to giving up, the surgeons tried a certain clotting agent and it worked. But it could so easily have gone the other way.

         Gen Tim’s poems resonate in another way too. Flying back from Kandahar after reporting on Op Moshtarek in 2010, I found myself in the front of the RAF plane while next to me a team of medics worked tirelessly on a soldier who had lost both his legs to an IED. He was heavily sedated yet I knew that when he came round in a Birmingham hospital he would be suddenly confronted with the unwelcome sight of his new body. His first reaction would probably be ‘where’s the rest of my platoon?’ But 21st century medicine has advanced so much that, thanks to those medics, and to those who treated him back at Camp 7Bastion, his life was saved and he had a chance of starting over with a set of prosthetic legs.

         Gen Tim’s poems are a testimony to so much that we don’t always see on the News about the wars of our time: the intimate detail, the poignant observations, the black humour of the squaddie that can poke fun at a situation in even the darkest of hours.

         This is an important work and it is a privilege to have been asked to write this Foreword.

         
             

         

         Frank Gardner
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            Preface

         

         This work reflects my personal experience of conflict, crisis, and war, from Northern Ireland in the early 1990s, through the Kosovo, Iraq, and Afghanistan campaigns, to the Covid-19 pandemic and the Russo–Ukraine war. A few poems have been published previously. Many have been shared with the public in museum exhibitions or public readings, often raising funds for military-related charities. Others have had no prior exposure.

         In poetry I have found the ability to say what is otherwise difficult or unpalatable. Some of the poems are critical and challenging; some are humorous, as dark humour is a well-recognised tool of the resilient soldier. All are observational and grounded in the realities of crisis, conflict, and the environment of war. You will also find deep remembrance. What they share is that they represent lived experience; and all have provided catharsis in their writing.

         I have used rhyme as a tool for education throughout my medical career, starting with the publication of Rhythms in Rhyme in the British Association for Immediate Care Journal, 1993:1 

         
            
               Two-hundred, two-hundred, three-sixty, then 

               Tube,2 IV,3 adrenaline,

               Two minutes CPR, and then

               Three-sixty thrice and round again.4

            

         

         Twenty-five years later I returned to the four-line stanza to teach principles of catastrophic bleeding control to the public in the event of a deliberate terrorist attack, and to overcome half a century of first aid dogma that precluded using a tourniquet for life-threatening limb bleeding (when the alternative is to watch a patient die):9

         
            
               If I’ve tried to pack and press, 

               Or there is no other way

               To stop the bleeding, more or less, 

               I can use a tourniquet!

            

         

         This tourniquet rule features in materials of citizenAID, a charity5 that I co-founded in 2017. It distributes educational materials to schools that offer primary-aged children guidance on how to stay safe, with song lyrics written to the tunes of London’s Burning and Three Blind Mice.

         Yet the reason I started writing poetry in earnest was as a means of reflecting on traumatic or morally injurious experiences from the Second Gulf War, in 2003, and through subsequent tours; four of Iraq and three of Afghanistan. Writing has often felt pressing within days of the experience. Why? Because how else to defuse as the medical director and senior doctor in a persistently stressed field hospital? In this setting colleagues and junior staff are looking to you for leadership, support, and strength in moral adversity. How else to compartmentalise what you have experienced: the unprecedented, unimaginable, and macabre? It becomes critical to find an effective way to mentally reset for the next patient or challenge.

         The concept of moral injury came to the fore during the Covid-19 pandemic. Civilian clinicians were forced into decisions they had never previously entertained: patients had to be prioritised on expected outcome (predicted by age and comorbidity) or on the availability of ventilator beds, rather than on strict clinical need. Overstretched staffing ratios meant the high quality care that doctors and nurses wanted to deliver was unachievable.

         “Welcome to the world of military medicine!” I would say: with casualty bursts exceeding available resources, and a fragile contested 10supply chain that is thousands of miles long, military clinicians are used to difficult choices. We expect to be placed in morally injurious situations. Nevertheless, some situations cannot be adequately imagined or fully prepared for, and we have been conditioned to respond unemotionally. My poems draw on those experiences and offer personal insight into the ever-present moral jeopardy of the conflict environment.

         What do I hope to achieve in bringing them into public view? Likely, you have read war poetry from the soldier’s perspective, but have you previously encountered the viewpoint of those who manage the consequences of war? I am revealing this alternative perspective. My poems are not anti-war. I believe war to be an inevitable necessity that meets political ends when national interests remain threatened and where diplomacy has failed. But decisions towards war must always be cognisant of the human consequences. We remember those who give their lives, endure life-changing injuries, or suffer the mental ill-health consequences of what they have seen and done in contact with the enemy; but let us also remember that saving lives in conflict, picking up those human pieces, takes a parallel toll on the carers.

         In Afghanistan over the hectic summer of 2009, leading a multinational field hospital as the deployed medical director, I was asked by BBC Radio 4 to pre-record some of this poetry for Remembrance Day. I made my selection and submitted them for clearance, but was authorised to recite only a single verse from a single poem. At that time, the remainder was deemed “too sensitive” to release into the public domain.

         Fifteen years on, I hope the world is now receptive to my work, and that it is acceptable to air without being considered sensational. Yes, the topics of ethics, dying and death can be difficult – even uncomfortable – and maybe certain poems should come with a health 11warning. After all, even a weekday television soap opera is prefixed by an announcement that the episode may cause offence. But please remember that this all happened. It is purely observational. If you are affected by anything you read, talk to someone. If you are not affected, you might want to check your pulse.

         
             

         

         Major General Tim Hodgetts

         CB CBE KHS OStJ DL

         Birmingham 2024
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            Introduction

         

         War and conflict have been recurring themes in poetry throughout history from Ancient Greece and Homer’s Iliad through to notable First World War poets Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon, or Rupert Brooke; and Hodgetts’ work becomes the latest addition to the pantheon of works within this genre. War poetry emerged as a powerful expression of the human experience of conflict that articulates the harsh realities of war and explores themes such as the futility of war, the loss of innocence, the psychological trauma endured by soldiers, and the broader societal implications of armed conflict. Many poets draw on personal experiences, vivid imagery, and poignant language to capture the devastating effects of war on both the soldiers on the front lines and the civilians caught in its wake. Through their verses, war poets provide a unique and empathetic view into the human condition during times of strife, offering readers a profound insight into the consequences of war.

         Before discussing Hodgetts’ work in detail, it is important to consider its home within the medical humanities – a field that blends the expertise of healthcare with the insights of the humanities, providing a unique lens through which to explore the human dimensions of medicine. Within this rich tapestry, poetry emerges as a poignant and evocative medium, allowing for a profound exploration of the emotional, ethical, and cultural aspects of health, harm, and healing. One compelling facet of this intersection is the exploration of army doctors’ experiences through the lens of poetry.

         The life of an army doctor is marked by the dual roles of healer and witness to the human toll of conflict. Hodgetts’ poetry becomes a vehicle through which he can articulate the complexities of his 13experiences, delving into emotional landscapes shaped by the trauma of war, resilience of the human spirit, and the ethical dilemmas inherent in his roles. These verses offer a window into the unique challenges faced by those who navigate the intersection of medicine and the military, capturing the visceral realities and profound moments that defined his service. Through the medium of poetry, Hodgetts’ narratives contribute to the broader dialogue within medical humanities, shedding light on the sacrifices, triumphs, and moral reflections that accompany the practice of medicine in the challenging context of armed conflict. In so doing, this exploration not only deepens our understanding of the human experience in times of war but also underlines the crucial role of the arts in fostering empathy, resilience, and a more inclusive comprehension of the profound connections between health, humanity, and the military experience.

         In L.P. Hartley’s novel The Go-Between, the renowned opening line, “The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there,” serves as a contemplation on the essence of the past, memory, and the influence of time on human existence. This suggests that the past exists as a distinct realm from the present, and is characterised by its own traditions, values, and ways of life. Describing the past as a foreign country conveys a sense of otherness and unfamiliarity. Additionally, the statement “they do things differently there” underscores the cultural and societal disparities across different time periods. It implies that the customs, norms, and attitudes of the past may diverge from contemporary sensibilities.

         Recollection is more than keeping people and events alive in awareness, it means crafting an existence for these memories and allowing them to mature on paper. Through this process of remembering and creating, Hodgetts came to embrace his identity as a poet. He opens our eyes to the fact that war poetry has at its heart the 14ultimate responsibility to tell the truth. An undisputable honesty lies in the creation of much of the work presented in this book. It recalls over 35 years history of witnessing the very worst outcomes of war, the gruelling choices to be made of life and death, the mending and reconstructing of bodies and the realisation that a red cross – rather than a protection – becomes the best of targets for the enemy to undermine morale. In his poetry, we are immersed in the experiences of a soldier and doctor within the context of modern conflict, exploring themes of politics, environment of war, death and dying, and remembrance. Many of these themes highlight a strangely familiar connection with the past and the poetry of the First World War.

         The journey begins with Belfast Bomb, a poem from 1991, which recounts the IRA bomb that deliberately targeted hospital staff while they were watching the England vs Australia rugby match. This is perhaps one of the longest poems in the book leaving the reader in no doubt that the casualties were ‘Its doctors, nurses, children, / who are the injured trapped and dead’. This experience clearly marked the beginning of a lifelong journey of remembrance for Hodgetts, but this reminiscence also influences his narrative style by becoming an overt physical presence in his poems, not just by being the future promise of what is presently being read, but by almost becoming another character in the work.

         When he writes of his memory, he compares it to the countless victims of many wars he has witnessed. Through constant reminder of the horrors of war, its outcomes, and personification, Hodgetts creates an energy that haunts the reader but is also a familiar entity that must be salvaged. Such realisation was also evident in First World War poetry where the words of highly educated young men used poetry and prose to create a picture of the horrors of what lay before them in war. Hodgetts joins the ranks of such war poets using personal narrative voices in their desire to connect with a larger 15community. This invites readers to contemplate the dynamic interplay between time, memory, and the ever-evolving landscape of human experience. Upon reflection, it raises the possibility that the past might not be as “foreign” as initially perceived.

         In Owen’s Dulce et Decorum Est, he narrates a gas attack experience. Nearly a century later, Hodgetts’ Chemical Alarm highlights the uncanny familiarity of the past. Both works depict the urgent warning “Gas!”, the frantic efforts to don protective masks and suits, bridging the temporal gap with shared experiences of chaos during a gas attack. Where the pieces differ is in their respective endings. Hodgetts’ experience was a false alarm, whereas Owen would witness the harrowing death of a man: ‘And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, / His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin; / if you could hear at every jolt, the blood / Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs’.

         This is not to say that such graphic accounts are not evident in the work of Hodgetts: in Rose Cottage and The Extra Leg, he creates a truly unforgettable story, with such direct opening lines that accentuate memory and make it clear that reflecting and recalling are important not just for him but also for the victim and the family left bereft. As he describes the silence he encounters, he clearly wants to capture the universality of this state, thereby directly challenging the reader to comprehend the horror. He describes ‘I’m looking at a bag of parts, / A booted leg is out of place; / We’ve matched most limbs to chests and guts / And heads without a face’, as you can imagine, if you allow yourself to visualise such gruesomeness, the entire image becomes so graphic that it explains the need to sometimes be silenced by fear. Remembering is so important to him that he speaks of a divine mission, inspired by the spirits, and recounted through the hymn that he hears in his head. This need to remember is a force that will not let go, and so becomes a duty to recall through A Hymn for Helmand.16
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