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INTRODUCTION





My father was nearly nineteen when the Great War broke out. Within days of its declaration he was marching down the dusty roads of the Home Counties to the most frightening but thrilling experience of his life. After training he soon left for France embarking at Southampton in November 1914 with the London Rifle Brigade, fighting in the trenches throughout that winter.


When he returned in February 1915 on leave, his sister told (in 1981) that he appeared at the end of Eastern Road in Brockley, where the family had their home at Number 11, looking white faced and ghastly, his uniform dishevelled and muddy. The family were shocked by his appearance although the father’s true feelings were probably over-ridden by relief that at least his son was not a coward. They did not get on, and if Henry had been killed in action the father would simply have put it down to the price one had to pay in the service of one’s country.


In April Henry was commissioned in the Bedfordshire Regiment, transferring as a Second Lieutenant to the Middlesex Regiment in October. In June 1916 he was transferred to the Machine Gun Corps and was promoted to Lieutenant in November. He returned twice more to France and was awarded three General Service Medals.


That he was terrified was evident from the almost daily letters he wrote home to his mother, especially in 1914, beginning at the embarkation camp in Sussex. His imagination enlarged his experiences throughout his life; he died a thousand deaths before he ever got to France. But once there the extraordinary scene helped to enliven the morbidity. Both he and his father separately enjoyed the changing look of the sky, they were both excited by fire, clouds, weather and the changing shades of light, especially the dramatic sequences of storms and snow. The great night bombardments were thrilling, when thermite field gun shells produced a beautiful golden rain. Very Lights wavered with wandering tails of smoke, the orange flashes of shell bursts gave momentary glimpses of men and horses petrified in action, and the whole black sky of winter became alive with a man-made aurora-borealis.


There were to be the gratifications of other emotions in those formative years as well. The satisfaction of achieving personal status, a social need difficult if not impossible in his father’s overbearing and highly disciplined presence, was enhanced by officer rank at exactly the right moment in his life giving him thereafter an egotistic confidence necessary to one who was to earn his living by his own means. There was also the discovery that he could survive in almost impossible conditions; this was to be the personal shell into which he could retreat when hard pressed by the hostile world of civilian life after the war was over, that if he was not understood or tolerated by the living then at least he would have been by the dead, his old comrades. Lastly he gained a personal logic, a creed which was both political and religious which gave him the drive to interpret life for other people and to alter their beliefs to his own, in order to prevent another war.


The fervour acquired in the trenches, especially that famous experience on Christmas Eve 1914 when he fraternised with the foe and exchanged cigars, addresses and souvenirs, was to be the foundation for his life’s work. All men were brothers, the masses had been betrayed by the moneylenders. The hatred of ‘Commercial Nationalism’ and ‘jingoistic patriotism’ was anti fascism. It is a wonder that he did not join the Communist Party; instead, through a quirk of chance twenty years later back amongst the Germans he sided with Fascism not seeing the suicidal effect that this would bring to his reputation.


At the end of the Great War, the experiences of fighting were no more stimulating than those of long leaves, cushy posting, and discovering girls. Youth tends to cram experience and war forces it further still. The drudgery of getting it all down on paper began within a few months of his being discharged. Soon his father had had enough of him and Henry set off for Devon on his motorcycle, where he stayed for most of his life. In 1925 he married my mother and although a few days were spent rambling around Exmoor he soon decided that the battlefields were the best place for a honeymoon; my mother had no say in the matter. It is with this trip abroad that ‘The Wet Flanders Plain’ originates.


The couple seemed to have had very little money and they spent much of their time walking. One light relief that my mother remembers even today is of being in Paris for a night and seeing the Follies, a daring event for a well brought up young lady. They took lots of snaps, mostly of Henry standing by battle zones or in the endless cemeteries. Some of these snaps are published in this present book for the first time. Henry kept a sort of diary/notebook in which he wrote down rapid and somewhat emotional impressions of the old scenes, some but not all of which were used in the book which was later rewritten in a much more light-hearted manner. It will not be difficult for the reader to follow Henry’s actual wartime involvement and journeys through France and Belgium from the book, although I do not propose to give chapter and verse at this stage preferring to keep the exact details documented in letters home and other sources for his biography on which I am working.


I think it is interesting that Henry needed a wife by his side before attempting a return to the battlefields; perhaps she replaced the mother whom he so desperately needed on the first wartime journey, and who at the time came in for quite a lot of bitter rancour as self pity at being ‘abandoned’ by her began to take momentary hold. Within a few days during the 1925 visit Henry was homesick, annoyed by the locals (‘Bloody degenerate Belgians’) and feeling a rising horror in himself aggravated by the endless croaking of bullfrogs which found the newly marshy habitat of shell craters and disrupted ditches much to their liking. He picked up a jawbone, but later dropped it, he found himself depressed by the endless thistles and the black crosses which seemed to have a common origin. He was also amazed at the tourist trade, but found a little solace in rediscovering some of the older peasant women he had encountered ten years before.


In 1927 Henry returned at the same time of the year – May and June. His diary showed no less horror and homesickness than before, much of which was suppressed for this book. Evening on the Ramparts (Second Day) was a letter home to my mother; his words “to seek cherishing there” were altered from “into your arms, and to be safe in love and cherishing”, whilst later his mother’s face appears to him again.


Out of the diaries grew material both for this book and for newspaper articles. John o’ London’s Weekly refused the first ones as did the Ypres League. However, the Daily Express took four, and commented that “the passages are brilliantly done” and gave him five pounds for each article. They did warn though against too much ‘philosophising’, and rejected four others where this occurred (Ypres To-day, Morning on the Ramparts, Epigraph and Battlefields Revisisted). These were accepted by the Daily Telegraph, and there were other articles which were to be published in the Evening News, but not before a year had passed and Henry had received the Hawthornden Prize for his book Tarka the Otter. When the tenth anniversary of Armistice Day came round Henry had the newspapers at his feet, and even the Daily Mirror took him on to report on the ceremonies at the Cenotaph on November 11th 1928.




 





Little wonder then, that a publisher soon became interested in Henry’s collected work in book form. C. W. Beaumont of the Beaumont Press decided to publish this book with its original title which was After Ten Years, as a limited edition of four hundred copies, although after some of the type had been set agreed to change the title to The Wet Flanders Plain. Most of the Beaumont printing were sold before publication in May 1929. Later in the year the book was taken up by Fabers in Britain and Dutton in America. Since that time the book has lain dormant and out of print which makes this new edition of special importance.




 





Richard Williamson


May 1987




 







 





In 1964 the Evening Standard commissioned Henry Williamson to revisit the former Western Front battlefields and to write about them in a series to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the start of the First World War in 1914. The series was entitled Return to Hell and the articles were first printed at the end of June and beginning of July 1964. They are reissued here as a postscript to the reissuing of The Wet Flanders Plain, We acknowledge here the kind permission of the Evening Standard and the Henry Williamson estate in being allowed to re-publish.
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APOLOGIA PRO VITA MEA





THE church in the peaceful village where I live has a tower of grey stone, in which is a belfry. A clock with gilt hands and Roman numerals shines in the southern wall. It was built into the tower nine years ago, as a memorial to the men of the parish who fell in the Great War. Their names are written in the porch below, on an illuminated scroll protected by glass from the salt winds of the western seaboard country.


Sometimes, when the ringers go up into the room where hang the ropes with the coloured sallies, I go with them, climbing on up the worn stone steps of the dim spiral stairway, past the ringing chamber, to the bells. The ropes and wheels begin to creak; the bells begin to swing, and the tower trembles. Then with a dinning crash the metal tongues smite the deep bronze mouths, and an immense torrent of sound pours  out of the narrow doorway.


The great sound sweeps other thought away into the air, and the earth fades; the powerful wraith of those four years of the War enters into me, and the torrent becomes the light and clangour of massed guns assaulting heaven.


I take the weight and strength of the barrage, and grow mighty with it, until it becomes but a seam of sound nicked with flashes, and puny in space and time controlled by the vaster roar of stars in their age-long travail through elemental darkness. I see all life created by those flaming suns of the night, and out of life arises a radiance, wan and phantasmal and pure, the light of Khristos.


The wraith of the War, glimmering with this inner vision, bears me to the wide and shattered country of the Somme, to every broken wood and trench and sunken lane, among the broad, straggling belts of rusty wire smashed and twisted in the chalky loam, while the ruddy clouds of brick-dust hang over the shelled villages by day, and at night the eastern horizon roars and bubbles with light.


And everywhere in these desolate places I see the faces and figures of enslaved men, the marching columns pearl-hued with chalky dust on the sweat of their heavy drab clothes; the files of carrying parties laden and staggering in the flickering moonlight of gunfire; the ‘waves’ of assaulting troops lying silent and pale on the tape-lines of the jumping-off places.


Again I crouch with them while the steel glacier rushing by just overhead scrapes away every syllable, every fragment of a message bawled into my ear; while my mind begins to stare fixedly into the bitter dark of imminent death, and my limbs tremble and stiffen as in an icicle; while the gaping, smoking parapet above the rim of my helmet spurts and lashes with machine-gun bullets.


Until in the flame and the rolling smoke I see men arising and walking forward; and I go forward with them, in a glassy delirium wherein some seem to pause, with bowed heads, and sink carefully to their knees, and roll slowly over, and lie still. Others roll and roll, and scream and grip my legs in uttermost fear, and I have to struggle to break away, while the dust and earth on my tunic changes from grey to red.


And I go on with aching feet, up and down across ground like a huge ruined honeycomb, and my wave melts away, and the second wave comes up, and also melts away, and then the third wave merges into the ruins of the first and second, and after a while the fourth blunders into the remnants of the others, and we begin to run forward to catch up with the barrage, gasping and sweating, in bunches, anyhow, every bit of the months of drill and rehearsal forgotten, for who could have imagined that the ‘Big Push’ was going to be this?


We come to wire that is uncut, and beyond we see grey coal-scuttle helmets bobbing about, and the vapour of over-heated machine-guns wafting away in the fountainous black smoke of howitzer shells; and the loud crackling of machine-guns changes to a screeching as of steam being blown off by a hundred engines; and soon no one is left standing.


An hour later our guns are ‘back on the first objective’, and the brigade, with all its hopes and beliefs, has found its grave on those northern slopes of the Somme battlefield.


A year drifts by, and I am standing on a duckboard by a flooded and foul beke in the Salient, listening in the flare-pallid rainy darkness to the cries of tens of thousands of wounded men lost in morasses of Third Ypres. To seek them is to drown with them … the living are still toiling on, homeless and without horizons, doing dreadful things under heaven that none want to do, through the long wet days and the longer nights, the weeks, the months, of a bare, sodden winter out of doors.


The survivors are worn out; some of them, tested beyond human dereliction, put the muzzles of their rifles in their mouths, in the darkness of the terrible nights of the Passchendaele morasses, and pull the trigger.


Those at home, sitting in arm-chairs and talking proudly of Patriotism and Heroism, will never realize the bitter contempt and scorn the soldiers have for these and other abstractions; the soldiers feel they have been betrayed by the high-sounding phrases that heralded the War, for they know that the enemy soldiers are the same men as themselves, suffering and disillusioned in exactly the same way.


And in the stupendous roar and light-blast of the final barrage that broke the Hindenburg Line I see only one thing, which grows radiant before my eyes until it fills all my world: the sight of a Saxon boy half crushed under a shattered tank, moaning ‘Mutter, Mutter, Mutter’, out of ghastly grey lips. A British soldier, wounded in the leg, and sitting near by, hears the words, and dragging himself to the dying boy, takes his cold hand and says: ‘All right, son, it’s all right. Mother’s here with you.’


The bells cease, and the power goes from me, and I descend again to the world of the living; and if in some foolish confiding moment I try to explain why I want to re-live those old days, to tear the Truth out of the past so that all men shall see plainly, perhaps someone will say to me, ‘Oh, the War! A tragedy—best forgotten. No use dragging in the skeleton to the feast!’ or, ‘There always will be war: it’s deep in human nature.’ They may say as a friendly hint, ‘Don’t talk about the War before my boy, old chap, if you don’t mind. I don’t want him unsettled: you know what youngsters are—very impressionable. And after all there is such a thing as loyalty to one’s country, you know.’


Sometimes it seems even more hopeless, as when I hear a few hundred school-children, marched to the local picture palace for patriotic purposes, cheering and booing at a film which only faintly suggests reality, called ‘The Somme’, frantically cheering the ‘British heroes’ in their immaculate uniforms, and booing the ‘German cowards’ who always seem to be hurrying away from the heroic British (O wraiths of the 8th Division at Thiepval!). They booed even when one poor lad in grey, who went forth to fetch water for a dying comrade, was knocked over by a shell.


The children, know, are but mirrors of the mental attitudes of their parents, of their school and religious teachers; but surely, after the bitter waste and agony of the Lost Generation, it is time that these people should begin to know ‘what they do’.


*


I must return to my old comrades of the Great War—to the brown, the treeless, the flat and grave-set plain of Flanders—to the rolling, heat-miraged downlands of the Somme—for I am dead with them, and they live in me again. There in the beautiful desolation of rush and willow in the forsaken tracts I will renew the truths which have quickened out of their deaths: that human virtues are superior to those of national idolatry, which do not arise from the Spirit: that the sun is universal, and that men are brothers, made for laughter one with another: that we must free the child from all things which maintain the ideals of a commercial nationalism, the ideals which inspired and generated the barrages in which ten million men, their laughter corrupted, perished.


I have a little boy now, an innocent who with his friends in the village street laughs in the sunshine; he sings and smiles when he hears the bells on the wind. Must he, too, traverse a waste place of the earth: must the blood and sweat of his generation drip in agony, until the sun darken and fall down the sky, and rise no more upon his world?
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