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Wilfred Owen (1893-1918)




By Keith Hale

 


At the onset of the Great
War, Wilfred Owen was in no hurry to enlist. He was teaching
English and French at the Berlitz school in Bordeaux and had met
the French poet Laurent Tailhade, who liked him well enough that
the two continued a correspondence after Owen, upon first
considering joining the French army but deciding to return home,
enlisted in the Artists Rifles Officers’ Training Corp on 21
October 1915. Within a year, he was commissioned a second
lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment.

Many young men of Owen’s
generation were eagerly enlisting, seeing it as a chance for
adventure with their former school friends, some of whom many had
enjoyed romantic attachments. One such case was Rupert Brooke, who
transferred out of his first battalion because “there was no one to
whom he could possibly talk” (Georgian 120). Brooke’s friend
Edward Marsh, who was Winston Churchill’s personal secretary,
pulled the strings necessary for Brooke to be transferred to a unit
containing several of his friends, after which Brooke wrote to the
actress Cathleen Nesbitt, “I’m rather happy, really, in this new
battalion.” He went on to give a description of each soldier in his
unit, ending with, “there’s a very
charming and beautiful American youth, infinitely
industrious and simple beyond belief (5 Dec. 1914). While Owen may
not have shared entirely Brooke’s particular motivation for joining
up, even more-so than Brooke, he came to appreciate their beauty,
and that appreciation became the power of his poetry.

Paul Fussell says the mood
of English young before the war was probably reflected well in
their popular injunction, “Only connect,” taken from the title page
of E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End.
Fussell writes, “To become enthusiastic about
connecting it is first necessary to perceive things as regrettably
disjoined if not actively opposed and polarized” (106). The war,
for many young men of this disconnected generation, provided a
suitable
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means of connecting. H.G.
Wells wrote in the 4 August 1914 issue of The Times, “Nobody wants to be a
non-combatant in a war of this sort” (qtd. in Hynes 21). A month
later, in an article titled “The Most Splendid Fighting in the
World,” which appeared in the 9 September 1914 edition of
the Daily Chronicle, Wells wrote: “But indeed this is the heroic age, suddenly
come again (20). The image of brothers-in-arms was so appealing
during these days that it was used not only to sell the war but
also to sell products such as Mitchell’s Golden Dawn
Cigarettes.

Posters exhorted young men
to “Fall In” and “Step Into Your Place,” and implored civilians to
“Back Him Up,”
with posters putting the emphasis as much on the boys in khaki (and
sometimes blowing a bugle) as on country—fully realizing they were
appealing to a nation which to a large degree subscribed to the
Renaissance dictum that truth equals beauty, and beauty, truth.
“Why Aren’t YOU in Khaki?” another poster asked. One poster simply had a
soldier motioning “Come hither” with his forefinger with the text
reading: “An Appeal to You.”

Later, during the war,
Owen, given the chance to go home, would choose to stay at the
front to watch the men die, not out of patriotic duty but because
being with the young, beautiful, bleeding men and trying to watch
over them was the most moving thing he had experienced; the
pity was his
poetry, and it is not stretching any truth to say that he died
because of his love for the young men in the trenches under his
care.
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There was something of
classicism in this war. Warriors were more than individuals; they
were idealized archetypes of the English experience—an idea that
found its way into the classically-based war art of C.R.W. Nevinson
and others. Owen, in his poetry, turned them into
Christ.

Once the war was underway,
many civilians felt justified in criticizing the peace that had
preceded it. In the preface to Galloway Kyle’s anthology,
Soldier Poets: Songs of the Fighting Men,
published in 1916, is written: “The soldier poets
leave the maudlin and the mock-heroic, the gruesome and fearful
handling of Death…to the neurotic civilian who stayed behind to
gloat on imagind horrors (qtd. In Silkin 70). The same sentiment is
found in T. Sturge Moore’s Some Soldier
Poets published in 1919: “That so-called
peace which preceded the war must have created the exultant relief
to have done with it which [Julien Grenfell] felt. And we know he
was right, we know its foul shame, we know how unworthy it was of
the name we so fondly gave it. Peace indeed!” (16).
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