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INTRODUCTION


Adlestrop




Yes. I remember Adlestrop


The name, because one afternoon


Of heat, the express-train drew up there


Unwontedly. It was late June.


The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat.


No one left and no one came


On the bare platform. What I saw


Was Adlestrop—only the name


And willows, willow-herb, and grass,


And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry,


No whit less still and lonely fair


Than the high cloudlets in the sky.


And for that minute a blackbird sang


Close by, and round him, mistier,


Farther and farther, all the birds Of


Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire





This poem describes an incident in Edward Thomas’s journey to Dymock on 24th June 1914, four days before the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo, which set in train the events which led to the outbreak of what came to be known as The Great War. Written in January 1915 before Thomas enlisted, it seems to encapsulate the prelapsarian ideal of the endless Edwardian summer. It was for this ideal that young men answered Lord Kitchener’s ‘Your Country Needs You’ by volunteering for the New Armies in tens of thousand for an adventure that was widely thought would be over by Christmas. They lost their illusions in the gas at Loos and on the uncut barbed wire of the Somme.


The poetry of the First World War is remarkable in its endurance, its quantity and above all its power to animate an episode in human history we should never allow ourselves to forget. It is strange that poetry written in such appalling conditions a hundred years ago should still have the ability to move its readers and those who hear it read. It produces in the reader or hearer an astonished pity for the waste of men and the suffering that they endured in the first protracted industrialised conflict since the American Civil War fifty years previously. In the much-quoted phrase from Wilfred Owen’s Preface ‘My subject is War and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity.’ He goes on to say ‘Yet these elegies are to this generation in no sense consolatory. They may be to the next. All a poet can do today is warn. That is why the true Poets must be truthful.’ His poems are, to some extent, consolatory to succeeding generations, but the warning is perhaps even stronger.


There are nearly seventy poets in this anthology, and they represent only a very small proportion of those who wrote about the war. Poets whose subject was war came from all backgrounds, because the great Victorian educational reforms had produced a remarkably literate population and, in an age when the cinema was in its infancy, entertainment consisted largely of reading and music. Recitations at home, in public houses and music halls were immensely popular, and the balladic rhythms of poets such as Rudyard Kipling, Robert W. Service, George Leybourne, Albert Chevalier and J. Milton Hayes were well known.


The anonymous pieces at the beginning of the book give a small indication of the sardonic parodies that combine church and music hall antecedents, and date from the middle of the war. In its early days, a romantic optimism informed the patriotic verse of 1914:




‘Now God be thanked’





wrote the golden-haired Rupert Brooke




‘Who hath matched us with His hour


And caught our youth, and wakened us from sleeping.’





For many, the Edwardian and early Georgian eras were ones of tawdry values in which scandal and hypocrisy in public life abounded, and labour unrest, Suffragettes and Irish Home Rule dominated domestic politics. Popular perception of warfare envisaged a war of movement, of cavalry charges and horse artillery, founded largely on memories of the Second Boer War. As far as war in Europe was concerned, longer memories harked back to the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 which was over in a matter of months. When war broke out in August 1914, the generally accepted view in Britain was that it would be over quickly. Thousands of young men of all classes enlisted at once, keen to escape the ennui of their workaday lives, and see some action before the war ended.


Hindsight is wonderfully clear, and it is easy to see the unfolding of events following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand as a Greek tragedy. The Austrians declared war on Serbia, the Russians mobilised in support of Serbia, the Germans mobilised in support of Austria, the French mobilised in support of Russia and Great Britain and its Empire mobilised when the Germans invaded Belgium. The famous Schlieffen Plan, which might have ended the war by Christmas, was so adapted by German caution that Joffre, with some help from the British Expeditionary Force, was able to halt the German advance. Then followed the sportily named ‘race for the sea’ in which opposing forces dug trench fortifications from the North Sea to the Swiss border. It was these trenches that inspired most of the poems in this book.


Trench life was hellish for all sides, especially for the British (though the French army endured its own Calvary of Verdun). They held the line from near the Belgian coast in the north to the Somme in the south. Along the whole line the Germans tended to hold the high ground. Not only that, but the incessant use of high-explosive shells destroyed the drainage system of the Flemish Plain so that British trenches were frequently waterlogged, giving rise to many health problems, and it was little better further south in Picardy. The German imperative in this stalemate was not to be defeated, while the Allies’ prime concern was to win and recapture lost territories, entailing what was effectively siege warfare. Although heavy artillery bombardment was the main attacking arm, when it had done what work it could against enemy batteries, machine-gun nests, pill-boxes and barbed wire, it was the front-line soldier who had to try to occupy enemy territory. This exposed him to death by rifle fire, mortar fire, machine-gun fire, gas, and the possibility of obliteration or dismemberment from a direct hit by a shell. If he reached the enemy front line, hand-grenades, side-arms and bayonets still awaited him. Merely occupying the front line was fraught with danger – from artillery and mortar shells which could bury dozens, from snipers and from health hazards such as trench fever, which was caused by the ubiquitous lice and nits, and trench foot caused by prolonged exposure of the feet to damp, unsanitary and cold conditions, which were common in the flooded trenches. In the early stages of the war, having trench foot was a punishable offence, as was venereal disease throughout the war; there were many ludicrous regulations that had to be borne as well – see Wilfred Owen’s ‘Inspection’ – and officially the upper lip might not be shaved. With the arrival of Kitchener’s New Armies, which contained young men who were incapable of growing moustaches, this regulation was abolished by an Army Order dated 6 October 1916 issued by Lieutenant-General Sir Nevil Macready, Adjutant-General to the Forces (who loathed his own moustache and immediately shaved it off). Even out of the line, in support, in reserve or resting, soldiers were not necessarily safe from enemy action, and the din of gunfire was always with them.


In or out of the line, soldiers lived in a mad and terrible world of their own. The desolation and ruin of the country in which they fought was almost unimaginable. (Perhaps the two most telling descriptions are by novelists who never fought in the trenches. The end of Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies has a description of a ruined battlefield that is memorably ghastly, and Sebastian Faulks’s Birdsong sustains the banal horror of everyday life in and below the trench systems.) The daily routine of life at the front was a mixture of squalor and boredom, punctuated by moments of terror. Food was generally brought up to the line in dixies (large iron cooking pots) and was likely to be cold on arrival. Water was carried up in cans that had been used for petrol, and tasted of it. Latrines were primitive and disgusting, not infrequently hit by shell or mortar fire. The stench of nearby latrines, unwashed bodies and the putrefying remains of men and horses would have been horrific, though frontline soldiers could become so accustomed to the smell that they no longer noticed it. And then there were the rats. They were huge, some, reputedly, growing to the size of cats, and one pair could produce 800 offspring in a year. They fed on discarded rations, the remains in food cans and, most disconcertingly, on the bodies of unburied soldiers in no-man’s-land and in the trenches themselves. They infested the dugouts and crawled over the faces of sleeping men. One veteran claimed that if you stood still for long enough, they would eat the leather laces of your boots.


Life out of the line was hardly comfortable either. Billets were primitive, bathing and de-lousing humiliating, and the clean clothes might well have lice eggs in the seams which the body heat of the wearer would hatch. Entertainment was frequently limited to cheap wine and egg and chips at a local estaminet, but for those troops stationed near the larger towns such as Amiens or Albert, better food was available in restaurants and cafés, and the existence of blue lamp brothels for officers and red lamp brothels for other ranks was tolerated on the grounds that they were good for morale.


This prurient detail is not irrelevant to the poetry of the First World War. Although British troops on the Western Front were fighting so close to southeast England that barrages and detonation of mines could be heard by the Prime Minister in Downing Street, they lived in an alien world far apart from the wildest imaginings of those at home. Because of this, many troops – though we have mainly officers’ accounts – were alienated from their friends and family on the Home Front. It was impossible to discuss or even describe the realities of modern war. By 1915 the high-flown language of the early days was not in general use at the Front. Perhaps the most famous poem of the war, ‘In Flanders Fields’ by John McCrae displays a fatalism in the first two verses but, by the last one, has reverted to the ‘noble’ sentiments expected of ‘heroes’. It was written in November 1915 at a time when the old military certainties were being challenged as Douglas Haig replaced Sir John French as Commander-in-Chief. In the poem found in Charles Sorley’s kit after he was killed at the Battle of Loos in October 1915, ‘When You See Millions of the Mouthless Dead’, this resignation is even more marked, and is a long way from his pastoral verse of only a year earlier. From early 1916 onwards, after the 1915 calamities of the Second Battle of Ypres in April, Loos and the Dardanelles, a hopeless fatalism set in among fighting men and officers. While at the Front many may have wished for a ‘Blighty’ wound that would have them sent home, having spent time with uncomprehending family and friends they frequently wanted to return to the companions in their units with whom they had something in common. Jerome Kern’s ‘They Didn’t Believe Me’ was adapted as:




And when they ask us, how dangerous it was,


Oh, we’ll never tell them, no, we’ll never tell them:


We spent our pay in some cafe,


And fought wild women night and day,


’Twas the cushiest job we ever had.


And when they ask us, and they’re certainly going to ask us,


The reason why we didn’t win the Croix de Guerre,


Oh, we’ll never tell them, oh, we’ll never tell them


There was a front, but damned if we knew where.





Another cynical adaptation that expressed the common youthful feeling of immortality went:




The bells of hell go ting-a-ling-a-ling


For you but not for me:


And the little devils how they sing-a-ling-a-ling


For you but not for me.


O death, where is thy sting-a-ling-a-ling,


O grave, thy victory?


The bells of hell go ting-a-ling-a-ling,


For you but not for me.





By 1916, this alienation was beginning to appear in verse. Sassoon’s vicious ‘They’ and ‘Base Details’ were followed the next year by the equally harsh ‘The General’, ‘Does It Matter’ and ‘To Any Dead Officer’. 1917 was the year of Sassoon’s ‘Soldier’s Declaration’ of his opposition to the war and his subsequent time at Craiglockhart War Hospital, where he met and advised Wilfred Owen on his poetry.


Given this alienation and the inability to discuss the reality of war with those they loved, it is perhaps not surprising that soldiers looked inward, and expressed themselves in verse. Poetry, for many, became a way of articulating the fear, disgust, horror, pity, frustration and bleak hopelessness, and included bitter condemnation of the war, the military mind, war-profiteers and domestic ignorance. At other times a grim, black humour took over, as in Philip Johnstone’s ‘High Wood’, while Hardy’s pre-war ‘Channel Firing’ is a prescient warning of the folly that allowed the war to develop. Edward Thomas, who enlisted voluntarily at an age which could have excused his service, did not start writing poetry until shortly before the outbreak of war, and none of his poems are specifically ‘war’ poems. But ‘As the Team’s Head-Brass’, ‘In Memoriam’, ‘Lights Out’ and ‘The Owl’ are imbued with an aching regret that is more poignant than some of the more full-on war poems.


On a lighter note we should perhaps remember A. P. Herbert’s wonderful ditty. Sub-Lieutenant Herbert was a member of the Royal Naval Division, an infantry division which consisted of naval reservists and volunteers who were not required to serve at sea. They had their own nautical traditions of discipline, which infuriated their new commander, General Hamilton Shute, when he was appointed in October 1916. Herbert wrote:




The General inspecting the trenches


Exclaimed with a horrified shout


‘I refuse to command a division


Which leaves its excreta about.’


But nobody took any notice


No one was prepared to refute,


That the presence of shit was congenial


Compared to the presence of Shute.


And certain responsible critics


Made haste to reply to his words


Observing that his staff advisors


Consisted entirely of turds.


For shit may be shot at odd corners


And paper supplied there to suit,


But a shit would be shot without mourners


If somebody shot that shit Shute.





As John Bourne notes in Who’s Who in World War I, it effectively finished him as Commander of the RND, and in February 1917 he was transferred in to the 32nd Division which he commanded with great skill and imagination.


This anthology provides only a taste of the wide variety of poetry produced during the First World War. Its aim is to introduce the reader to that variety and to encourage further reading of the many poets represented here. Some wrote very little; many were killed or died before they could develop their work. Sassoon and Owen are the giants of the English-speaking poets of the First World War, followed closely by Isaac Rosenberg and Edward Thomas. Sassoon’s poetry expressed the fierce anger of the poet as a fighting man, while Owen moved beyond anger to a deep compassion. In the aftermath of war many wanted to forget the brutal realities; W.B. Yeats excluded Owen (and Sassoon, Rosenberg and Blunden) from The Oxford Book of Modern Verse on the grounds that ‘passive suffering is not a theme for poetry’ and said of Owen’s poetry ‘When I excluded Wilfred Owen, whom I consider unworthy of the poets’ corner of a country newspaper, I did not know I was excluding a revered sandwich-board man of the revolution & that some body has put his worst & most famous poem in a glass-case in the British Museum – however if I had known it I would have excluded him just the same. He is all blood, dirt & sucked sugar stick.’


In ‘On Passing the New Menin Gate’ Siegfried Sassoon furiously asked:




Who will remember, passing through this Gate


The unheroic dead who fed the guns?


Who shall absolve the foulness of their fate –


Those doomed, conscripted, unvictorious ones?





We may not now absolve their fate, but thanks to the poetry of the soldiers who fought alongside them, we will remember them.
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Anonymous


Après la Guerre Finie


Après la guerre finie,


Soldat anglais parti;


Mam’selle Fransay boko pleuray


Après la guerre finie.


Après la guerre finie,


Soldat anglais parti;


Mademoiselle in the family way,


Après la guerre finie,


Après la guerre finie,


Soldat anglais parti;


Mademoiselle can go to hell


Après la guerre finie.
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Anonymous


I Don’t Want to be a Soldier




To the tune of ‘On Sunday


I walk out with a Soldier’




I don’t want to be a soldier,


I don’t want to go to war.


I’d rather stay at home,


Around the streets to roam,


And live on the earnings of a well-paid whore.


I don’t want a bayonet up my arse-hole,


I don’t want my ballocks shot away.


I’d rather stay in England,


In merry merry England,


And fornicate my bloody life away.


[image: image]




Anonymous


If You Want to Find the Sergeant


If you want to find the Sergeant,


I know where he is, I know where he is,


I know where he is.


If you want to find the Sergeant


I know where he is –


He’s lying on the Canteen floor.


I’ve seen him, I’ve seen him,


Lying on the Canteen floor.


*    *    *


If you want to find the old battalion,


I know where they are, I know where they are,


I know where they are.


If you want to find the old battalion,


I know where they are –


They’re hanging on the old barbed wire.


I’ve seen ’em, I’ve seen ’em,


Hanging on the old barbed wire.
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Anonymous


We are Fred Karno’s Army


We are Fred Karno’s army, we are the ragtime infantry.


We cannot fight, we cannot shoot, what bleeding use are we?


And when we get to Berlin we’ll hear the Kaiser say,


‘Hoch! Hoch! Mein Gott, what a bloody rotten lot are the ragtime infantry.’
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