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Because you died, I shall not rest again
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Vera Brittain (front row, centre) with her parents Arthur (front row, right) and Edith (back row, right), and Buxton friend Maurice Ellinger (front row, left). Derbyshire, circa 1912




INTRODUCTION


As a young girl growing up in Macclesfield and Buxton, Vera Brittain (1893–1970) dreamed of becoming a published writer. Her early literary efforts were precocious. A series of ‘novels’, written between the ages of seven and eleven on waste-cuts from her father’s paper mill, centred on a family of five daughters who lived in Macclesfield. Like the Victorian melodramas on which she had been raised, these childhood fictions were filled with violent deaths and tearful notions of self-sacrifice. By 1905, when Vera went to her first school, The Grange at Buxton in Derbyshire, she was writing poetry. The death of Edward VII in the summer of 1910, when she was a sixteen-year-old pupil at St Monica’s School in Kingswood, Surrey, provided her with the occasion for a commemorative tribute in verse: ‘The noble deeds of England’s king survive his passing knell, / And still give comfort to the hearts of those who loved him well.’


Preparing to leave St Monica’s at the end of 1911, to begin her rite of passage as a provincial debutante, Vera Brittain’s image of herself as a writer was as strong as ever. In one of her final school essays, she imagined her ideal room as a plain, book-lined study: a stark contrast to the stuffy, over-furnished surroundings of her Buxton home, where books were in distinctly short supply. Back in Derbyshire, it did not take long for the round of social duties expected of a daughter at home to pall. Within a year Vera was longing to escape from the tedium of this life of calls and entertaining, of local balls and bridge parties, and in 1913 she took her first steps towards becoming an undergraduate at Oxford University. In the spring of 1914 she won an exhibition to Somerville College, academically the most rigorous of Oxford’s three women’s colleges; and that summer, as the European crisis toppled over into war, she overcame the final hurdle in gaining admission to the University itself by passing the Oxford Senior Local Examination. In October 1914, Vera went up to Somerville to study for a degree in English. Half of Oxford’s male undergraduates had already deserted their colleges to enlist. Vera’s own brother Edward, her junior by almost two years, forfeited his place at university to apply for a commission in the army, along with his Uppingham schoolfriends Roland Leighton and Victor Richardson.


Against this background of war, Oxford, and the intellectual life it represented, began to appear increasingly irrelevant to Vera herself. Her growing relationship with Roland Leighton, who departed for the Front at the end of March 1915, encouraged Vera to take the decision that she hoped might eventually bring her as close to the dangers of the conflict as it was possible for a woman to be. In the summer of 1915 she obtained permission to interrupt her studies in order to start work as a probationary Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse at Buxton’s dome-capped Devonshire Hospital. The VAD scheme had been established in 1909, under the auspices of the British Red Cross and the St John Ambulance Association, to assist the professional military nursing service in the event of a national emergency. Within months of the outbreak of war the VAD organisation had begun to expand, and in 1916, by which time the devastating effects of trench warfare were evident, it had eighty thousand members under contract, including cooks, ward maids and motor drivers, as well as nursing auxiliaries. VAD nurses were almost exclusively drawn from middle- and upper-class backgrounds, a stereotype to which Vera Brittain clearly conformed. Before the end of 1915 she had transferred to her first military hospital, the 1st London General, in Camberwell, and in September of the following year she accepted a foreign posting to Malta. On the third anniversary of the outbreak of war, 4 August 1917, Vera arrived at the 24 General at Etaples in France, a base hospital close to the Western Front. She was experiencing ‘real Active Service conditions at last’.
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Vera passed the Oxford Senior just as war was breaking out
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Vera at home at Melrose, Buxton, circa 1913


The war cut across Vera Brittain’s ambitions, but it also forged her identity as a writer. In her diary, and in letters to four male contemporaries at the Front, as well as in drafts of unfinished novels and, of course, in her eventual memoir, Testament of Youth, she charted a tragic course of events as ‘history’s greatest disaster’ shaped and altered her personal destiny for ever.


Poetry, however, was the form of Vera Brittain’s earliest published observations about the First World War. In late August 1918, as the war was coming to an end with fierce fighting on the Western Front, a slim volume of her Verses of a V.A.D., the first of the twenty-nine books that Vera was to publish in her fifty-year writing career, made its appearance on a market already saturated with war poetry. Mr Punch’s History of the Great War, also published that summer, remarked upon the way in which the war ‘has not only stimulated the composition, but the perusal of poetry among women’. Vera later recalled that, throughout the war, poetry was the only literature she had been able to read for comfort, ‘and the only kind that I ever attempted to write’. While on active service, she and Edward Brittain – who, out in France with the 11th Sherwood Foresters, found that ‘poetry counteracts the deadening influence a good deal’ – often exchanged books of verse. Thomas Hardy’s Selected Poems from 1916, Gilbert Frankau’s The City of Fear (1918), and Robert Nichols’s best-selling collection of 1917, Ardours and Endurances, in which the poet suffers the deaths in action of his two closest friends, leaving him with ‘an irredeemable loneliness’, were among those they read, and it was to Edward that Vera often turned for criticism and comment on her own attempts.


A foreword to Verses of a V.A.D. by Marie Connor Leighton, who before the war had been a successful author of sensational melodramas for the Northcliffe Press, made a special plea on the book’s behalf. She asked for ‘considerateness and tender sympathy’ from critics judging work that had been produced ‘in almost breathless intervals of severe and devoted duty’, and reminded them that the circumstances of nursing in a military hospital made it difficult ‘to achieve any literary ornamentation and least of all that particular kind of simpleness which is the highest form of art’. Mrs Leighton had a personal interest of her own to declare: where pain was expressed in the poems, she admitted, ‘it has almost always been my pain as well as the author’s’. She was referring to the death of her son, mortally wounded in France in December 1915, when he was shot by a German sniper as he inspected the barbed wire in front of a trench. Verses of a V.A.D. was dedicated to the memory of Roland Leighton, ‘Lieutenant, Worcestershire Regiment’, who had ‘Died of Wounds near Hébuterne’ on 23 December 1915. Beneath the dedication were lines from Roland’s poem ‘Good-bye’, in which he had written prophetically that ‘We two shall live our passionate poem through / On God’s serene to-morrow.’


Vera Brittain and Roland Leighton had become engaged, for three years or the duration of the war, at the end of August 1915 while he was home on a short leave. They had first been attracted to each other in April 1914, when Roland came to stay with Edward in Buxton during the school holidays. In July, just weeks before the outbreak of war, the intimacy between Vera and Roland had grown at the Uppingham School Speech Day, later described by Vera as ‘the one perfect summer idyll that I ever experienced’, where Roland had broken the Uppingham record for school prizes by winning the seven main ones. As they parted after spending three days together, she wrote in her diary that ‘He seems even in a short acquaintance to share both my faults and my talents and my ideas in a way that I have never found anyone else to yet.’ By December of that year, when they met in London at the end of Vera’s first term at Somerville, they were exchanging photographs and their relationship had moved closer to love.


‘In this time of tragedy there can be no postponement.’ The war intensified Vera and Roland’s relationship, and accelerated its pace, especially after Roland manoeuvred a transfer to the 7th Worcestershire Regiment and was posted to Ploegsteert Wood (‘Plug Street Wood’) a few miles from the Franco-Belgian border. In all they were to meet on only seven occasions, for a total of seventeen days, and just three of them after they had fallen in love. But while the enforced separations of war made a conventional romance impossible, their knowledge of one another grew through the letters they exchanged, even though at times it seemed to both of them that the object of their love was becoming increasingly a figure of their imagination.


Poetry was initially another bond between them. Part of Roland’s attraction was that he was the son of two writers – his father, Robert Leighton, published stories for boys and had been the first literary editor of the Daily Mail – and that he shared Vera’s passion for literature, together with her literary ambitions. For Roland was himself a young poet of promise, who continued to write poetry in the long and tedious stretches of time he spent in trenches or in billets behind the lines, waiting for the chance to prove himself in a major action or great push, which never came. In April 1915, soon after arriving at the Front, Roland wrote a letter to Vera from Ploegsteert Wood, enclosing some violets from the top of his dug-out, which he said he had picked for her. Four months later, during what turned out to be his final leave, Roland allowed Vera to read the ‘Villanelle’ (‘Violets from Plug Street’) he had been inspired to write by the memory of picking the flowers.




I handed it back to him without criticism. I could not have made any; the union of brilliance of intellect with personal love closed my lips quite effectually. Not until after I had parted from him & he sent me the poem enclosed in a letter did I dare to say how perfect I thought this small literary gem of his. I only said ‘Why didn’t you send me this at the same time as the violets?’ ‘Oh I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t finished for one thing.’





Rupert Brooke’s war sonnets, 1914, with their spirit of patriotic idealism, had a profound effect on Vera Brittain. In May 1915, only a few weeks after Brooke’s death in the Aegean, she had been one of a small group of undergraduates who listened to the sonnets being read aloud by Somerville’s English tutor, Helen Darbishire. Vera found them ‘so sad that I could scarcely keep back tears’. She copied out four of the sonnets and sent them to Roland with her next letter. The following month she read them to Edward while he was on leave, and noted that they ‘seemed to stir him deeply’. Throughout the rest of the war, Vera would quote freely from Brooke in her diary and letters, and, as for so many of her generation, Brooke’s sonnets became a source of strength and courage. For Roland, though, forced to face the disparity between the glamorous vision of war evoked by a patriotic poet and the grim reality of twentieth-century warfare experienced in the trenches, admiration for Rupert Brooke was more difficult to sustain. Writing to Vera in September 1915, a month after she had sent him a copy of 1914, Roland made a powerful and damning rejection of Brooke-style rhetoric. Brooke’s name is not mentioned, but the echoes of his third sonnet, ‘The Dead’ (‘These laid the world away; poured out the red / Sweet wine of youth . . .’), quoted with bitter irony, make Roland’s intention plain. In the course of superintending the building of some dug-outs, Roland had chanced upon the remains of some dead Germans, ‘the fleshless, blackened bones of simple men who poured out their red, sweet wine of youth’:




Let him who thinks War is a glorious thing, who loves to roll forth stirring words of exhortation, invoking Honour and Praise and Valour and Love of Country . . . let him but look at a little pile of sodden grey rags that cover half a skull and a shin bone and what might have been Its ribs, or at this skeleton lying on its side . . . and let him realise how grand & glorious a thing it is to have distilled all Youth and Joy and Life into a foetid heap of hideous putrescence. Who is there who has known & seen who can say that Victory is worth the death of even one of these?


A little over three months later, Roland Leighton was dead.





Vera learned of Roland’s death at a casualty clearing station in Louvencourt, on 26 December 1915, as she waited at the Grand Hotel in Brighton for him to arrive home on Christmas leave.
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The chateau at Louvencourt that formed the casualty clearing station where Roland Leighton died in December 1915


Her grief was all consuming as she struggled to come to terms with the fact that his death had been wholly devoid of any glamour, and had not even appeared to serve any discernible military purpose. The deaths in quick succession of two other close friends of Vera and her brother, Victor Richardson and Geoffrey Thurlow, only reinforced an overwhelming sense of loss. Victor, blinded in April 1917 in an attack on a heavily defended German entrenchment at Vimy Ridge, died two months later in a London hospital. To Vera, Victor had ‘always been so much of a survival to me of a part of Roland’, and she had returned home from her posting in Malta to offer him ‘a very close & life-long devotion if he would accept it’. Geoffrey, who Vera had befriended in the months following Roland’s death, while he was recovering from the shell-shock and slight face wound he had suffered at Ypres, was killed in action on 23 April at Monchy-le-Preux, in an attack on the Scarpe. ‘My dear dear Geoffrey!’ Vera wrote, commemorating him with another Brooke quotation. ‘He leaves a white / Unbroken glory, a gathered radiance, / A width, a shining peace, under the night.’


The need to memorialise these men found an outlet in Vera’s verse, and by the autumn of 1917, while she was nursing German prisoners of war at Etaples, Vera had started to make definite plans for a published collection of her poetry. ‘I am so glad that you liked the poem on the German ward,’ she told her mother. ‘Am in the middle of one or two others but they don’t get finished very quickly in these days. Should like to publish soon.’ Marie Leighton undertook to help her find a publisher. On 24 October 1917, Vera wrote to her mother asking her to ‘please send my type-written copy of [my] poems to Mrs Leighton as soon as you can, as she has written to Erskine Macdonald the publisher about bringing them out in a little volume & he wants to see them’. Macdonald was later described by Vera Brittain as ‘an experimental publisher’, though in other circles he was perceived as a rogue and trickster. Two years earlier, Harold Monro of the Poetry Bookshop had warned Wilfred Owen against publishing with him. ‘Erskine Macdonald’ was an alias for Galloway Kyle, who had founded the Poetry Society not long before the war to take advantage of the increasing public enthusiasm for poetry. Kyle specialised in making profits out of unsuspecting authors of amateur verse, using the Poetry Review, which he had helped establish, to print favourable reviews of the books he published, and being less than upstanding when it came to paying out royalties, only too aware that what his authors cared about most was getting in print. ‘Young soldiers, keen to publish before they were killed, and grieving parents, anxious to bring out memorial volumes’ were drawn into this racket. In Vera’s case, Mrs Leighton’s backing together with an offer from Arthur Brittain, Vera’s father, to supply ‘free of all costs, ten reams of antique printing paper’ undoubtedly made the project attractive to Erskine Macdonald Limited. ‘Very glad to hear that Erskine Macdonald was so favourable in his criticism’, Edward Brittain wrote encouragingly to his sister in February 1918; ‘it is certainly rather unusual . . . for him to half-finance a first volume of any sort.’


Nevertheless, Vera soon grew impatient with the lack of progress towards publication and at the beginning of March reported that ‘I have written to Erskine Macdonald to jog his unbusiness-like memory’; the following week she asked Edith Brittain if she ‘would do something to buck up Erskine Macdonald’ as she was ‘longing to see the book’. Two months later it had still not appeared, and it was Edward’s turn to express his exasperation. ‘What is Erskine Macdonald doing with your poems?’ he asked Vera. ‘I should think it’s about time they came out.’ By the time Verses of a V.A.D. was finally published, at the end of that summer, Edward Brittain had been dead two months, killed in action in the decisive rout of the Austrians at Asiago.


The book attracted a number of favourable reviews. The Times Literary Supplement commended Vera on her ‘well-finished and exact workmanship’, noting that ‘she only yields to the need of expressing, simply and clearly and with restraint, an exceptionally poignant personal sorrow for losses in the war’. The Athenaeum declared that the poems showed promise, while the Aberdeen Free Press was more rapturous in its praise, observing that ‘Their want of elaboration adds to their effectiveness and poetical value as a spontaneous outpouring of human feeling aroused by actual circumstances.’ The Yorkshire Observer struck the only harsh note of criticism. ‘Excellent prose,’ it commented, ‘has often been transformed into bad poetry, and were this not a first attempt made in a period of trial, critics might be severe with our VAD.’
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The Verses are predominantly elegiac or documentary, and many of them were written in snatched breaks from the hospital routine. In September 1917, for example, Vera Brittain reported that she had been writing a poem about the German ward ‘while watching a patient who was rather sick come round from an operation’. Yet she was able to see that the rushed and difficult circumstances of their composition could sometimes contribute a valuable immediacy to the finished work. ‘One talks about this VAD work being bad for one’s brain,’ she wrote to her mother, ‘but it is a strange thing, isn’t it, that the only poems I have written worth reading have all been written since I went into hospital. The former ones were correct as to verse, metre, etc, but there was no originality about them or life.’ Among the hospital poems are tributes to two of the nursing sisters at Etaples with whom Vera Brittain worked – and whom she mildly hero-worshipped – Sister ‘Mary’ and Faith Moulson, the eccentric ward sister who she would later portray as Hope Milroy in Testament of Youth. ‘The Sisters Buried at Lemnos’ and ‘Vengeance is Mine’, dedicated to the nurses who were killed in the great air raid on Etaples in May 1918, both reflect Vera Brittain’s concern that feats of female heroism should not go unrecorded.


Critics of women’s poetry of the First World War during the quarter of a century since the publication of Catherine Reilly’s pioneering anthology Scars Upon My Heart – a title taken from the opening line of Vera Brittain’s ‘To My Brother’ – have often expressed disappointment about the general quality of these poems, especially for what they perceive as their amateurishness and conventionality. It is not so much that the women poets did not have wartime experiences enough of their own to write about, whether, for example, they were the experience of nursing the wounded and dying, or articulating the searing process of grief and bereavement from the civilian perspective. The problem lies more in the constraints imposed by Victorian and Georgian poetic traditions, and in the dependence of these women on worn-out forms of language and metre, deeply imbued with values that are expressive of a patriotic and essentially masculine ideology.


Although Vera Brittain certainly does not close her eyes to the human cost of war, nor to the ‘ruin’ and ‘individual hell’ that, as she writes in ‘May Morning’, ‘only War can bring’, there is none of the bitterness, anger or indignation against the war which so strongly characterises her mature reflections in Testament of Youth. Perhaps the major explanation for this was the overwhelming need of Vera Brittain, and others like her, to go on sustaining the belief that war was being fought in the service of some great cause, and to keep faith with the men she loved who were facing constant danger. By 1917 she may have been able to admit that her patriotism was a little threadbare, but as a nurse serving close to the front line it would have been virtually impossible for her to have formed a reasoned anti-war point of view. So while in ‘The German Ward’ she writes of what she had learned from her experience of nursing enemy prisoners (‘that human mercy turns alike to friend or foe / When the darkest hour of all is creeping nigh’), these glimmerings of her future pacifism are all but snuffed out by the sentiments of another poem, ‘To My Brother’, included at a final stage in the preparation of the Verses, in which she tries to tell Edward, ‘as I could never quite tell him in words or in letters’, how much she admired him for his courage and endurance. With its profusion of militaristic imagery, its martial excitement and its hero-worship, ‘To My Brother’ is essentially a pro-war poem. (It is also, as Simon Featherstone has recently pointed out, a poem about a woman’s response to male experience: ‘It begins, appropriating the marks of war but subordinating the writer’s experience to that of the soldier.’) Written four days before Edward Brittain’s death in action, and inscribed on the flyleaf of a copy of E.A. Osborn’s The Muse in Arms, a popular anthology of war poetry that Vera sent out to her brother in Italy, it arrived too late for Edward to read.


Bitterness, arising from a sense of the betrayal of her generation, is the prevailing tone of the poems that Vera Brittain wrote on her return to Oxford, several of which originally appeared in the Oxford Outlook and Oxford Chronicle, and in the 1919 and 1920 volumes of Oxford Poetry. Because You Died reprints the war poems from Vera Brittain’s second volume of verse, Poems of the War and After, published in 1934 in the wake of Testament of Youth’s success. This included two of Vera Brittain’s most famous and heartfelt poems that express her post-war desolation, ‘The Lament of the Demobilised’ and ‘The Superfluous Woman’.
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