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      Out of my sorrow have I made these songs

      
      IVOR GURNEY, ‘SONG AND PAIN’, COLLECTED POEMS
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      PROLOGUE

      
      Memory and Truth

      
      In the small Welsh village of New Radnor on the border of England and Wales, by the side of the steep path leading up to the
         church, a stone war memorial shows a soldier in conventional pose, tin hat on his bowed head, his hands before him clasping
         the muzzle of a rifle whose stock is set on the ground. Grey and undistinguished, it is nonetheless representative of the
         seventy-five thousand similar memorials scattered across the towns and villages of Britain. Running one’s finger over the
         lichen-spotted stone one reads the names of families still busy about the Radnor valley. A handful of names among the three-quarters
         of a million British soldiers who died in the war of 1914–18.
      

      
      I lived in this village in the late 1980s and my next-door neighbour, a very elderly Radnorshire woman, still expressed anger
         at ‘the Germans’ who had taken all three of her brothers in the two world wars of the twentieth century. These country boys,
         farmworkers, labourers, tradesmen, went off to fight, calling to mind the haunting line from Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Anthem for
         Doomed Youth’:
      

      And bugles calling for them from sad shires.

      
      
      This book, however, is not primarily about those millions of ordinary young men who fought and those who died. It is about
         what must inevitably be a relatively small group of combatants. These were poets – some also artists and musicians – who wrote
         about the experience of war. It is not a book about military strategy, nor the detail of particular battles. The literature
         on those topics is vast and readily available. It is about poets and war, about the impact of that war on the sensibility
         of the artist. It is about the way poets struggled to bear witness, to speak the truth, but above all to practise their art
         – to live as fully as possible as writers and artists in the infernal conditions of trench warfare.
      

      
      In contrast to the wars of today in Iraq and Afghanistan, the soldiery was entirely male and therefore women must often seem
         excluded from much of what follows. ‘History has gendered the Great War as male,’1 a recent critic wrote, and the feminist Christabel Pankhurst, writing only weeks before the War began in August 1914, saw
         what it entailed for her as a radical and a woman:
      

      
      
         As I write a dreadful war-cloud seems about to burst and deluge the peoples of Europe with fire-slaughter, ruin – this then
            is the World as men have made it, life as men have ordered it.
         

         A man-made civilisation, hideous and cruel enough in time of peace, is to be destroyed.

         A civilisation made by men only is a civilisation which defies the law of nature, which defies the law of right Government.

         This great war, whether it comes now, or by some miracle is deferred till later, is Nature’s vengeance – is God’s vengeance
            upon people who held women in subjection, and by doing that have destroyed the perfect human balance …

         Women of the W.S.P.U. [Women’s Social and Political Union], there will be much suffering for women in this war. The price of war as of all tragedy is mainly paid by women.2

      

      
      Though the renowned war poets of the anthologies were predominantly male, there were of course many women writers. Women also
         played a vital part in the War. They were nurses in the field most obviously, and as a result women lie in many of the British
         military cemeteries of Flanders, but they also entered the factories, unleashing a social revolution. They sustained families,
         morally and materially, eking out their ‘separation allowance’ and taking their share of the suffering. The poet Hilda Doolittle,
         who wrote as ‘H.D.’ and was married to the poet Richard Aldington, whose powerful novel Death of a Hero (1929) is one of the most searing fictional accounts of trench experience, wrote her own very autobiographical novel around
         the same time as her ex-husband, though it was not published until 1960. Bid Me to Live, a finer, more intricate and subtle work of art than Aldington’s, records the distant impact of the War on separated lives.
         Alone in Bloomsbury, while her husband is at the Western Front, the novel’s heroine reflects on the emotional damage, the
         dislocations, and the pain of a relationship sustained in wartime:
      

      
      
         Beauty is truth, truth beauty. But could this truth be beautiful? Maybe it was. They had shouted of honour and sacrifice for
            two years, three years now. This was winter or early spring [1917] but seasons revolved around horrors until one was numb
            and the posters that screamed at one on street corners had no more reality, not as much, as the remembered Flemish gallery
            of the Louvre and the abstract painted horror of a flayed saint – they were past feeling anything; she was. He was right,
            then, maybe, when he said ‘You don’t feel anything.’3

      

      
      
      Very early in the research for this book I encountered at a social occasion a prominent British military historian of the
         First World War who, on learning of my new project, observed sardonically: ‘Teachers of English have a lot to answer for.’
         I was taken aback. What could he possibly mean? As the subsequent weeks and months of research went by, however, I gradually
         came to see his point. Like most British school-children I was fed large portions of the poets of the Great War during English
         lessons. These texts were eminently teachable, and unlike that rather offputting Modernist stuff, they were, to us schoolboys,
         vivid and arresting and palpably About Something. A central poem, perhaps the war poem of the First World War, was Wilfred Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, drafted at Craiglockhart War Hospital in the
         first half of October 1917 and revised early in the following year. I recall it well from an English lesson at my Liverpool
         grammar school at the end of the 1960s. Once the Latin had been explained to us – ‘it is sweet and fitting to die for one’s
         country’ from the third book of Horace’s Odes – we relished the scarifying detail, rising to its easy-to-understand sententious conclusion.
      

      
      Here was a poem about ‘the horror of war’, its futility, its absurdity, its senseless slaughter of the innocent, sent to their
         deaths by ‘fools in old style coats and hats’,4 to borrow Philip Larkin’s phrase, or ‘lions led by donkeys’ in another popular cliché about incompetent generals in the field.
         If ever there was a resounding ‘anti-war’ poem, this was it. Surely? But within weeks of completing its revision Owen had
         rejoined his regiment, the 5th Manchesters, and was preparing to go back to the Front. At the end of September 1918 he was
         awarded the Military Cross for his performance in the successful assault on the Beaurevoir–Fonsomme line. On 4 November, precisely
         one week before the Armistice was signed, he was killed on the bank of the Oise–Sambre Canal, near the village of Ors in northern France. Siegfried Sassoon was likewise famous for his protest against the War, read out in the House of Commons on
         30 July 1917, but no sooner had he made this protest – which it should always be remembered was about the effectiveness of
         the War at that stage of the conflict, an expression of his feeling that it had lost its sense of direction, not a philosophical
         questioning of its original moral legitimacy – than he was to be found colluding with the plan cooked up by his alarmed friends
         to send him to the Craiglockhart War Hospital under the pretence that he was shell-shocked, but actually to get him off the
         hook and out of the way. He arrived at the hospital, which he immediately dubbed facetiously ‘Dottyville’, in remarkably good
         spirits and his only thought became to get back to the Front and share the sufferings of his men.
      

      
      In short, the British poets of the First World War, widely perceived as being ‘anti-war’, were far from being pacifists of
         the kind Sassoon had encountered on Lady Ottoline Morrell’s lawn at Garsington in Oxfordshire and whom he didn’t much care
         for, even though he agreed to accept their support in making his protest. Bertrand Russell was one of these, who objected
         to war on philosophical grounds and who went to prison for that belief. The only poet who had anything like a rooted philosophical
         objection to war was Isaac Rosenberg. This was influenced by his Jewish background, his father having come to England in exile
         from Lithuania rather than serve in the Czar’s army. Rosenberg hated war and militarism, and was a sloppy and incompetent
         soldier, who joined up without daring to tell his family so that he could support them. It was a way of alleviating their
         East End poverty. He wrote: ‘I never joined the army for patriotic reasons. Nothing can justify war.’ But he immediately added:
         ‘I suppose we must all fight to get the trouble over.’5

      
      This pragmatic response was typical of the war poets. Aside from the early ‘heroic’ poetry of Rupert Brooke – whose patriotic rhetoric Rosenberg loathed – and his myriad imitators, the
         poets were fighting because, whatever they thought of its ends and means, they saw it as their duty to do so. Some, like T.
         E. Hulme, were firm about the War’s necessity: ‘What is being settled in the present war is the political, intellectual, and
         ethical configuration of Europe for the coming century. All who can see an inch in front of their nose must realise it. The
         future is being created now.’6 He had no truck with pacifists and sarcastically proposed bundling them all together into a special battalion: ‘Call them
         the “No Conscription” Battalion, 55th Royal Fusiliers … I would not send them into the trenches, for their overweening vanity,
         leading them to look at their own cessation of existence as not only a personal but a world catastrophe, would be an undue
         handicap to the courageous facing of death.’7 Rupert Brooke, though writing in the early phase of the War before the horrors of the Somme, and with very limited experience
         of actual battle, nonetheless remembered when writing to his friends that he was a socialist and an internationalist and that
         if war could be avoided it should be: ‘I hope you don’t think me very reactionary and callous for taking up this function
         of England,’ he wrote from the Royal Naval Barracks at Chatham to his friend Lowes Dickinson in October 1914. ‘There shouldn’t
         be war – but what’s to be done, but fight Prussia? I’ve seen the half million refugees in the night outside Antwerp: and I
         want, more than before, to go on, till Prussia’s destroyed. I wish everyone I know were fighting.’8

      
      It is the argument of this book that the British poets of the First World War were not anti-war but ‘anti-heroic’. They did
         not think, for the most part, that modern trench warfare was a chivalric pursuit, full of high nobility and exalted emotion,
         and martial heroism like something out of Malory’s Morte d’Arthur. Unsparingly, they painted vivid and sometimes terrifying pictures of ‘the horror of war’ (and we wrote enthusiastically
         about this in our O-level English examination papers) because this is what they experienced and this is what they knew. They
         satirised the pomposity of those who could not see the reality of the trenches and they did indeed believe that it was a ‘lie’
         to call the carnage of the Western Front ‘sweet and fitting’. But they also saw no alternative and so they went to war and,
         when they were wounded, then healed, went back again to the war to join their comrades.
      

      
      In the famous preface to his posthumously collected poems Wilfred Owen said that his subject was ‘the pity of war’, that is
         to say, its tragic reality:
      

      
      
         This book is not about heroes. English poetry is not yet fit to speak of them.

         Nor is it about deeds or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, dominions or power, except War.

         Above all, this book is not concerned with Poetry.

The subject of it is War, and the pity of War.

         The Poetry is in the pity.

         Yet these elegies are not to this generation,

         This is in no sense consolatory.

         They may be to the next.

         All the poet can do to-day is to warn.

         That is why the true Poets must be truthful.9

      

      
      Owen was claiming the writer’s true role: to be an authentic witness. ‘Pity’, or tragic acceptance, was preferred to the righteous
         anger of those who were root-and-branch anti-war (in the way that many of us were, and remain, in relation to the war in Iraq).
         He knew that there were better solutions and that future generations should seek them – even if his generation was too late
         for ‘consolatory’ comfort. There had to be a better way, but in the meantime he and others had no choice but to go on fighting.
         But also to warn.
      

      
      
      Today the British poets of the First World War have never been more popular. New anthologies regularly erupt in the publishing
         calendar like Verey lights. Websites dedicated to them proliferate and the former Poet Laureate, Andrew Motion, has referred
         to this body of work as ‘a sacred national text’.10 If one visits the website of the War Poets Association one finds war poetry defined and valued in a way that recruits the
         poets for that elusive intellectual task of defining the essential meaning of ‘Englishness’: ‘War poetry is currently studied
         in every school in Britain. It has become part of the mythology of nationhood, and an expression of both historical consciousness
         and political conscience. The way we read – and perhaps revere – war poetry says something about what we are, and what we
         want to be, as a nation.’
      

      
      One can make of this rather abstract passage what one will. What exactly are we, and what do we want to be, ‘as a nation’?
         Who can possibly answer this? And who are ‘we’? Different parts of Britain, different communities and faiths, different political
         and cultural traditions, will have different answers. But the idea that the First World War and its literature are really
         about the nature of Englishness could be seen, from one point of view, as more than a little perplexing, for this was a European
         war, the product of European causes and with profound European consequences, and it was fought out largely on continental
         European soil.11 When the War was declared in August 1914 a writer who earned his living as a lawyer in an insurance company in Prague, Dr
         Franz Kafka, was a citizen of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. When the treaties that followed the peace were concluded and signed
         he found himself a citizen of the Czech Republic. Although it would be simplistic to argue that the War alone was the cause
         of the dismantling of empires – history moves in more mysterious ways – the conflict was thoroughly European and indeed global,
         a truly world war. But it is certainly true to say that each nation that fought retained its own individual sense of what the conflict meant to it. The idea of memory that is so central to the way in which the First
         World War is talked and written about in Britain – powerful emotions are still released on the annual Remembrance Day – finds
         a natural language in poetry, part of whose role has always been to commemorate and record. It is also a medium of truth.
      

      
      The poets here discussed were united by that conviction, that their words had meaning and value even when the hells whose
         gates were thrown open by modern warfare seemed to exhibit the destructive unreason of nightmare.
      

      
      The twelve poets I have focused on have been chosen solely on grounds of poetic merit, for I do not intend this as a contribution
         to the military history of the First World War. It is a book about poets, about the lives they led before and after the War
         as well as their period of service, and about how the creative imagination survives in extreme conditions, how poetry fares
         in time of war, and how it gives expression to that shattering human experience, both in the heat of battle and, for those
         who survived, in long retrospect.
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