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      To the memory of Sapper Edward Wybrow, 511th Field Company, Royal Engineers, who died on 2 June 1917, aged 19, and his two brothers, the uncles
            I never knew
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      Ninety years on the Great War of 1914–18 continues to haunt the British imagination. In 2007 the ninetieth anniversary of Passchendaele,
         where nearly seventy thousand British and Allied soldiers were killed and over a hundred and seventy thousand wounded, was
         being marked. Elizabeth Grice of the Daily Telegraph, whose great-uncle John Cheesewright was killed in Flanders in November 1917, joined the knots of visitors to Lijssenthoek
         Military Cemetery as she searched among the eleven thousand white slabs for the one that bore his name.
      

      
      ‘Why are we here in Flanders, ninety years after these soldiers were slaughtered in a swamp of mud?’ she asked. ‘Most of us
         don’t remember the person we are looking for. But we have family stories of what it was like when the news came through: the
         official telegram, the disbelief, then the blinds of all the front windows being drawn, and a woman’s hair turning white overnight
         when she heard that her favourite son had been killed in the Great War. We are part of the living consciousness of this apocalyptic
         conflict – but only just. We heard it from the people who knew. So we are looking for our connection to an event that, for
         us, is more than a history topic. I think we are proof that this most pitiful of wars did not end, not absolutely. It is deep
         in our national psyche.’
      

      
      That was well put. Many of us do indeed have such family stories and the First World War – or the Great War as it was known in contemporary parlance – really is deep in the nation’s
         psyche. That is why ninety years on more than thirty million red poppies are still sold in November as we approach the anniversary
         of the armistice on 11/11/18. It is why across the country, in thousands of cities, towns and villages, a two-minute silence
         is observed at 11 o’clock at services of remembrance; and why thousands watch the service at the Cenotaph in London, led by
         the Queen and Prime Minister; and why millions watch the service and march-past of veterans on BBC television.
      

      
      Enter ‘First World War’ on the London Library’s computer and 890 titles come up. The Imperial War Museum has thousands of
         Great War diaries, letters, interviews and memoirs as well as its library. There are also Great War archives at Leeds University,
         Birmingham University and King’s College, London. The greatest play of the war, R. C. Sherriff’s Journey’s End, is still performed to packed houses in London and New York. School students study the war, and especially its poetry, for
         school projects, GCSEs and A levels. The remains of British soldiers who died in the war ninety years ago are still being
         dug up in France. As the Great War historian Malcolm Brown has written, the Somme is not just a landscape of a particular
         war. It has also become a landscape of the mind.
      

      
      Some five million British servicemen went to war between 1914 and 1918, so few families, high or low, were untouched by the
         slaughter. Among the high was Raymond Asquith, son of the Prime Minister, who was killed in France. ‘Whatever pride I had
         in the past and whatever hope I had for the future, by much the largest part was vested in Raymond,’ his father wrote. ‘Now
         all that is gone.’ Among the low were the three uncles I never knew, my mother’s three brothers, each killed before he was
         twenty-one. So, even though I was born more than twenty years after the Great War ended, it has loomed in the background of
         my life for nearly seventy years, as it has for so many others of my generation who lost grandfathers or uncles in the fighting.
      

      
      I had read all the usual books – Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, Vera Brittain, Lyn Macdonald, Pat
         Barker, Sebastian Faulks – and I had seen the films. But until I started work on this anthology I did not realise how little
         I really knew about the Great War. So the compiling of For King and Country has been a journey of discovery – as I hope it will be for readers too.
      

      
      Another anthologist might well have chosen utterly different contributions and this anthology concentrates on the Western
         Front with the sole exception of Gallipoli and does not visit other theatres of the war. The choice was deliberate. The aim
         is to reveal the depth of emotion felt by those who fought in the First World War. Of course, it was at the Western Front
         that these emotions – at first exhilaration but principally fear, horror, anger and despair – were to be found in their greatest
         concentration. But the soldiers’ sense of humour, reflected in several contributions, was a source of strength, all the more
         remarkable for its backdrop. And finally, at least for some, there is the joy of victory. Overriding all is one criterion:
         that every contribution – those of soldiers, poets, journalists, song, letter and diary writers – is informed by its author’s
         direct experience of the First World War. Only in the Aftermath, where a broader perspective is appropriate, are there contributions
         from historians born, for my purposes at least, too late.
      

      
      Beyond this, the contributions that follow are those that interested me and seemed worth passing on to a new generation. Within
         the following pages there are stories that are so moving and so poignant that they bring tears to the eyes. Vera Brittain
         captures the aching regret among the survivors for a pre-war world that was lost for ever – for her a Speech Day at Uppingham,
         her brother’s public school, ‘one perfect summer idyll’, as she puts it, her ‘last care-free entertainment before the Flood’.
      

      
      There are letters to their mothers and fathers from schoolboys written to say farewell lest they were about to die – and too
         often they did. ‘I could not wish for a finer death … I died doing my duty to my God, my Country, my King,’ says John Sherwin Engall, writing before the Somme in 1916. The letters speak in language
         that is unfamiliar today about God, duty, sacrifice and patriotism. Yet as Ruth Elwin Harris says in her collection of Billie
         Nevill’s letters – it was Nevill who kicked a football towards the German lines on the first day of the Somme – the emotional
         patriotism expressed by the poet Rupert Brooke may be disparaged now but in 1914 and 1915 Brooke spoke for his generation
         (as Vera Brittain also testifies).
      

      
      There are many stories of bravery in this anthology. As Alan Clark wrote in The Donkeys, ‘Bravery, perfect discipline, absolute conviction of right and wrong and the existence of God; a whole code of behaviour
         that is now little more than an object of derision – these were to be pitted against the largest and most highly trained army
         in the world.’ That bravery and discipline were too often ordered by an older breed of officers, as Richard Aldington writes,
         who possessed that ‘British rhinoceros equipment of mingled ignorance, self-confidence and complacency’ that was ‘triple-armed
         against all the shafts of the mind’. Exasperatingly stupid, yes, says Aldington; but also honest and conscientious.
      

      
      There is the eloquence of the well-known poets and writers – among them Brooke, Grenfell, Owen, Rosenberg, Sassoon and Sorley.
         Yet, under the pressures of war, unknown soldiers and officers, their archives now buried deep in the Imperial War Museum
         or their post-war books long forgotten, could be equally eloquent, as is shown by the contributions of, for instance, Henry
         Dillon, James Graystone and Maurice Gamon, or Frank Richards, Frederic Manning and Cecil Lewis.
      

      
      There were surprises as my research went on. I had expected the camaraderie of the trenches but not the friendship that often
         developed between junior officers and their men (about which R. C. Sherriff and Sidney Rogerson write) nor, surprisingly to
         those of us who were not there, the camaraderie between the British and German trenches, shown most spectacularly during the
         Christmas truce of 1914 but also month by month as across no man’s land the soldiers shared their weariness of war and their common humanity. That is why I have included letters and
         memoirs from German soldiers: they had the same joys, fears and sorrows as their British ‘enemy’; they too were patriots.
         For this reason, there are also French and American contributors.
      

      
      Another surprise, at least in 2007, was the brutality of the punishments meted out to the men – the ‘crucifixion’ on a wagon
         wheel for the most trifling offences, for instance. Most barbaric to modern eyes, however, were the executions whereby men
         convicted of cowardice or desertion were shot at dawn, three of which are described in this anthology.
      

      
      As the war ground on, and especially after the Somme, the idealism of the Rupert Brooke generation was replaced by the disillusion
         of such writers as Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen and C. E. Montague of the Manchester Guardian and other critics horrified by the continuing slaughter. They are amply represented in the following pages, as are those
         – see, for instance, Charles Carrington on Esprit de Corps – who believed that Sir Douglas Haig had been unjustly vilified
         as Commander-in-Chief and that matters were not so bad as the Sassoons and Owens would have had us believe. As the historian
         Hugh Cecil has pointed out, death sentences were frequently set aside, most of the five million British soldiers who took
         part survived, the British losses were less than those of the French, Germans or Russians – and the British Army achieved
         an overwhelming victory in the summer and autumn of 1918.
      

      
      Anthologists rely on the work of others; I hope that I have made sufficient acknowledgement to the authors whose work I have
         chosen. Writing this book has left me with an abiding sense of awe at the dedication to duty and discipline and the gallantry
         of the men who so often seem to have been senselessly sacrificed in the slaughter and squalor of the trenches of the Western
         Front. I hope that sense of awe will be shared by the reader.
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