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Owens parents, c. 1914
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Regarded by many critics as the greatest of the War poets, Wilfred Owen created a brief body of poetry that would change the publics perception of war. Previously poets depicted war as a patriotic and grand affair, full of noble deeds and great adventures. But it was the work of Owen and other poets like Siegfried Sassoon that brought home the true nature of war, including the horrors of trench and gas warfare, as well as the sensitive portrayal of the soldiers experiences of war. 

Born to a middle-class family, Owen grew up in Oswestry in Shropshire, on the border between Wales and England. He was interested in poetry from a young age, particularly cherishing the works of Keats and Shelley. Owen had been writing poetry himself for some years before the outbreak of war in 1914 and he later wrote that his poetic beginnings originated from a visit to Broxton by the Hill, when he was ten years old. Undoubtedly the Romantic poets had the greatest influence on the style of Owens early poetry. 

On 21 October 1915, Owen enlisted in the Artists Rifles Officers Training Corps. For the next seven months, he trained at the Hare Hall Camp in Essex. On 4 June 1916 he was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment. Starting the war as an optimistic young man, he was to change drastically in character forever, mostly due to two traumatic experiences. Firstly, he was blown high into the air by a trench mortar, landing among the remains of a fellow officer; and secondly, he became trapped for several days in an old German dugout. Following these two events, Owen was diagnosed as suffering from shell shock and sent to Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh for treatment. It was while recuperating at Craiglockhart that he met his fellow poet Siegfried Sassoon, which encounter would result in changing the course of Owens life and writing.

Sassoon had a profound effect on the young soldiers poetic voice and some of Owens most celebrated poems, including Dulce et Decorum Est and Anthem for Doomed Youth, were directly affected by Sassoons influence. Many manuscript copies of the poems survive, which are clearly annotated in Sassoons handwriting. Owen was always in awe of his older friend, once writing to his mother that he was not worthy to light Sassoons pipe. Nevertheless, Owens poetry would eventually be more widely acclaimed than that of his mentor. 

Owens poetry underwent significant changes in 1917. His doctor at Craiglockhart, Arthur Brock, encouraged the young poet to translate his experiences in writing, specifically the horrors he relived in his dreams. Sassoon, who was influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis, also encouraged Owen to include satire and a more graphic use of language and realism. Owen was intrigued with the concept of writing from experience, entirely contrary to his previous romantic style. But where Owen advances further than many of the other war poets, perhaps even Sassoon himself, was not only his depiction of the gritty realism of war, but also his sympathetic portrayal of the soldiers experiences. He created a poetic synthesis of potent imagery and sensitive thought, creating a style of war poetry that was unprecedented and rich in depth. 

In July 1918, Owen returned to active service in France, although he could have remained on home-duty indefinitely. His decision was almost wholly the result of Sassoons being sent back to England, after being shot in the head in a friendly fire incident and put on sick-leave for the remaining duration of the war. Owen saw it as his patriotic duty to take Sassoons place at the front and continue to write about the horrific realities of the war experienced by the soldiers. Sassoon was violently opposed to Owen returning to the trenches, threatening to stab him in the leg if he attempted to go. Aware of his attitude, Owen left for France in secret. Tragically, he was killed in action on 4 November 1918 during the crossing of the SambreOise Canal, exactly one week before the signing of the Armistice and was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant the day after his death. His mother received the telegram informing her of his death on Armistice Day, as the church bells were ringing out in celebration. 

Preserving Owens works from obscurity, Sassoon was directly responsible for promoting his poetry after the war. Sassoon edited Owens manuscripts and was instrumental in the making of Owen as a great poet. Only five of Owens poems were published before his death, with one in fragmentary form. In 1920, Sassoon published, with an introduction by himself, the following collection of Owens poetry, featuring 18 of his most accomplished poems. 

Almost all of the poems for which Owen is now chiefly remembered were written in a creative burst between August 1917 and September 1918. His self-appointed task was to speak for the men in his care, to show the Pity of War, and, in a preface he wrote shortly before his death, he explains that the pity is in the poetry.
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Wilfred Owen, 1916
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Wilfred Owen with Artists Rifles Group, November 1915
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Siegfried Sassoon, (1886-1967)  poet, author and soldier, decorated for bravery on the Western Front. His influence on Owens work was profound, shaping the style and direction of his poetry.
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The first edition of the collection


Introduction

In writing an Introduction such as this it is good to be brief. The poems printed in this book need no preliminary commendations from me or anyone else. The author has left us his own fragmentary but impressive Foreword; this, and his Poems, can speak for him, backed by the authority of his experience as an infantry soldier, and sustained by nobility and originality of style. All that was strongest in Wilfred Owen survives in his poems; any superficial impressions of his personality, any records of his conversation, behaviour, or appearance, would be irrelevant and unseemly. The curiosity which demands such morsels would be incapable of appreciating the richness of his work.

The discussion of his experiments in assonance and dissonance (of which Strange Meeting is the finest example) may be left to the professional critics of verse, the majority of whom will be more preoccupied with such technical details than with the profound humanity of the self- revelation manifested in such magnificent lines as those at the end of his Apologia pro Poemate Meo, and in that other poem which he named Greater Love.

The importance of his contribution to the literature of the War cannot be decided by those who, like myself, both admired him as a poet and valued him as a friend. His conclusions about War are so entirely in accordance with my own that I cannot attempt to judge his work with any critical detachment. I can only affirm that he was a man of absolute integrity of mind. He never wrote his poems (as so many war-poets did) to make the effect of a personal gesture. He pitied others; he did not pity himself. In the last year of his life he attained a clear vision of what he needed to say, and these poems survive him as his true and splendid testament.

Wilfred Owen was born at Oswestry on 18th March 1893. He was educated at the Birkenhead Institute, and matriculated at London University in 1910. In 1913 he obtained a private tutorship near Bordeaux, where he remained until 1915. During this period he became acquainted with the eminent French poet, Laurent Tailhade, to whom he showed his early verses, and from whom he received considerable encouragement. In 1915, in spite of delicate health, he joined the Artists Rifles O.T.C., was gazetted to the Manchester Regiment, and served with their 2nd Battalion in France from December 1916 to June 1917, when he was invalided home. Fourteen months later he returned to the Western Front and served with the same Battalion, ultimately commanding a Company.

He was awarded the Military Cross for gallantry while taking part in some heavy fighting on 1st October. He was killed on 4th November 1918, while endeavouring to get his men across the Sambre Canal.

A month before his death he wrote to his mother: My nerves are in perfect order. I came out again in order to help these boys; directly, by leading them as well as an officer can; indirectly, by watching their sufferings that I may speak of them as well as a pleader can. Let his own words be his epitaph:  

Courage was mine, and I had mystery;

Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery.



Siegfried Sassoon.


POEMS

Preface

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, dominion 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.
If I thought the letter of this book would last,
I might have used proper names; but if the spirit of it survives
Prussia,  my ambition and those names will be content; for they will
have achieved themselves fresher fields than Flanders.
Note.  This Preface was found, in an unfinished condition,
among Wilfred Owens papers.


Strange Meeting

It seemed that out of the battle I escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which Titanic wars had groined.
Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,
Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.
Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
Lifting distressful hands as if to bless.
And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall;
With a thousand fears that visions face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
Strange, friend, I said, Here is no cause to mourn.
None, said the other, Save the undone years,
The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,
Was my life also; I went hunting wild
After the wildest beauty in the world,
Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,
But mocks the steady running of the hour,
And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.
For by my glee might many men have laughed,
And of my weeping something has been left,
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,
The pity of war, the pity war distilled.
Now men will go content with what we spoiled.
Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.
They will be swift with swiftness of the tigress,
None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.
Courage was mine, and I had mystery;
Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery;
To miss the march of this retreating world
Into vain citadels that are not walled.
Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.
I would have poured my spirit without stint
But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.
Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark; for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now . . .
(This poem was found among the authors papers.
It ends on this strange note.)
*Another Version*

Earths wheels run oiled with blood. Forget we that.
Let us lie down and dig ourselves in thought.
Beauty is yours and you have mastery,
Wisdom is mine, and I have mystery.
We two will stay behind and keep our troth.
Let us forego mens minds that are brutes natures,
Let us not sup the blood which some say nurtures,
Be we not swift with swiftness of the tigress.
Let us break ranks from those who trek from progress.
Miss we the march of this retreating world
Into old citadels that are not walled.
Let us lie out and hold the open truth.
Then when their blood hath clogged the chariot wheels
We will go up and wash them from deep wells.
What though we sink from men as pitchers falling
Many shall raise us up to be their filling
Even from wells we sunk too deep for war
And filled by brows that bled where no wounds were.

*Alternative line  *

Even as One who bled where no wounds were.


Greater Love

Red lips are not so red
As the stained stones kissed by the English dead.
Kindness of wooed and wooer
Seems shame to their love pure.
O Love, your eyes lose lure
When I behold eyes blinded in my stead!

Your slender attitude
Trembles not exquisite like limbs knife-skewed,
Rolling and rolling there
Where God seems not to care;
Till the fierce Love they bear
Cramps them in deaths extreme decrepitude.

Your voice sings not so soft,  
Though even as wind murmuring through raftered loft,  
Your dear voice is not dear,
Gentle, and evening clear,
As theirs whom none now hear
Now earth has stopped their piteous mouths that coughed.

Heart, you were never hot,
Nor large, nor full like hearts made great with shot;
And though your hand be pale,
Paler are all which trail
Your cross through flame and hail:
Weep, you may weep, for you may touch them not.


Apologia pro Poemate Meo

I, too, saw God through mud  
The mud that cracked on cheeks when wretches smiled.
War brought more glory to their eyes than blood,
And gave their laughs more glee than shakes a child.

Merry it was to laugh there  
Where death becomes absurd and life absurder.
For power was on us as we slashed bones bare
Not to feel sickness or remorse of murder.

I, too, have dropped off fear  
Behind the barrage, dead as my platoon,
And sailed my spirit surging, light and clear
Past the entanglement where hopes lay strewn;

And witnessed exultation  
Faces that used to curse me, scowl for scowl,
Shine and lift up with passion of oblation,
Seraphic for an hour; though they were foul.

I have made fellowships  
Untold of happy lovers in old song.
For love is not the binding of fair lips
With the soft silk of eyes that look and long,

By Joy, whose ribbon slips,  
But wound with wars hard wire whose stakes are strong;
Bound with the bandage of the arm that drips;
Knit in the welding of the rifle-thong.

I have perceived much beauty
In the hoarse oaths that kept our courage straight;
Heard music in the silentness of duty;
Found peace where shell-storms spouted reddest spate.

Nevertheless, except you share
With them in hell the sorrowful dark of hell,
Whose world is but the trembling of a flare,
And heaven but as the highway for a shell,

You shall not hear their mirth:
You shall not come to think them well content
By any jest of mine. These men are worth
Your tears: You are not worth their merriment.
November 1917.


The Show

My soul looked down from a vague height with Death,
As unremembering how I rose or why,
And saw a sad land, weak with sweats of dearth,
Gray, cratered like the moon with hollow woe,
And fitted with great pocks and scabs of plaques.

Across its beard, that horror of harsh wire,
There moved thin caterpillars, slowly uncoiled.
It seemed they pushed themselves to be as plugs
Of ditches, where they writhed and shrivelled, killed.

By them had slimy paths been trailed and scraped
Round myriad warts that might be little hills.

From glooms last dregs these long-strung creatures crept,
And vanished out of dawn down hidden holes.

(And smell came up from those foul openings
As out of mouths, or deep wounds deepening.)

On dithering feet upgathered, more and more,
Brown strings towards strings of gray, with bristling spines,
All migrants from green fields, intent on mire.

Those that were gray, of more abundant spawns,
Ramped on the rest and ate them and were eaten.

I saw their bitten backs curve, loop, and straighten,
I watched those agonies curl, lift, and flatten.

Whereat, in terror what that sight might mean,
I reeled and shivered earthward like a feather.

And Death fell with me, like a deepening moan.
And He, picking a manner of worm, which half had hid
Its bruises in the earth, but crawled no further,
Showed me its feet, the feet of many men,
And the fresh-severed head of it, my head.


Mental Cases

Who are these? Why sit they here in twilight?
Wherefore rock they, purgatorial shadows,
Drooping tongues from jaws that slob their relish,
Baring teeth that leer like skulls tongues wicked?
Stroke on stroke of pain,  but what slow panic,
Gouged these chasms round their fretted sockets?
Ever from their hair and through their hand palms
Misery swelters. Surely we have perished
Sleeping, and walk hell; but who these hellish?

 These are men whose minds the Dead have ravished.
Memory fingers in their hair of murders,
Multitudinous murders they once witnessed.
Wading sloughs of flesh these helpless wander,
Treading blood from lungs that had loved laughter.
Always they must see these things and hear them,
Batter of guns and shatter of flying muscles,
Carnage incomparable and human squander
Rucked too thick for these mens extrication.

Therefore still their eyeballs shrink tormented
Back into their brains, because on their sense
Sunlight seems a bloodsmear; night comes blood-black;
Dawn breaks open like a wound that bleeds afresh
 Thus their heads wear this hilarious, hideous,
Awful falseness of set-smiling corpses.
 Thus their hands are plucking at each other;
Picking at the rope-knouts of their scourging;
Snatching after us who smote them, brother,
Pawing us who dealt them war and madness.


Parable of the Old Men and the Young

So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went,
And took the fire with him, and a knife.
And as they sojourned both of them together,
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father,
Behold the preparations, fire and iron,
But where the lamb for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and straps,
And builded parapets and trenches there,
And stretch\ed forth the knife to slay his son.
When lo! an angel called him out of heaven,
Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad,
Neither do anything to him. Behold,
A ram caught in a thicket by its horns;
Offer the Ram of Pride instead of him.
But the old man would not so, but slew his son. . . .


Arms and the Boy

Let the boy try along this bayonet-blade
How cold steel is, and keen with hunger of blood;
Blue with all malice, like a madmans flash;
And thinly drawn with famishing for flesh.

Lend him to stroke these blind, blunt bullet-heads
Which long to muzzle in the hearts of lads.
Or give him cartridges of fine zinc teeth,
Sharp with the sharpness of grief and death.

For his teeth seem for laughing round an apple.
There lurk no claws behind his fingers supple;
And God will grow no talons at his heels,
Nor antlers through the thickness of his curls.


Anthem for Doomed Youth

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.
No mockeries for them; no prayers nor bells,
Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,  
The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;
And bugles calling for them from sad shires.

What candles may be held to speed them all?
Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes
Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes.
The pallor of girls brows shall be their pall;
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.


The Send-off

Down the close, darkening lanes they sang their way
To the siding-shed,
And lined the train with faces grimly gay.

Their breasts were stuck all white with wreath and spray
As mens are, dead.

Dull porters watched them, and a casual tramp
Stood staring hard,
Sorry to miss them from the upland camp.
Then, unmoved, signals nodded, and a lamp
Winked to the guard.

So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went.
They were not ours:
We never heard to which front these were sent.

Nor there if they yet mock what women meant
Who gave them flowers.

Shall they return to beatings of great bells
In wild trainloads?
A few, a few, too few for drums and yells,
May creep back, silent, to still village wells
Up half-known roads.


Insensibility

I

Happy are men who yet before they are killed
Can let their veins run cold.
Whom no compassion fleers
Or makes their feet
Sore on the alleys cobbled with their brothers.
The front line withers,
But they are troops who fade, not flowers
For poets tearful fooling:
Men, gaps for filling
Losses who might have fought
Longer; but no one bothers.

II

And some cease feeling
Even themselves or for themselves.
Dullness best solves
The tease and doubt of shelling,
And Chances strange arithmetic
Comes simpler than the reckoning of their shilling.
They keep no check on Armies decimation.

III

Happy are these who lose imagination:
They have enough to carry with ammunition.
Their spirit drags no pack.
Their old wounds save with cold can not more ache.
Having seen all things red,
Their eyes are rid
Of the hurt of the colour of blood for ever.
And terrors first constriction over,
Their hearts remain small drawn.
Their senses in some scorching cautery of battle
Now long since ironed,
Can laugh among the dying, unconcerned.

IV

Happy the soldier home, with not a notion
How somewhere, every dawn, some men attack,
And many sighs are drained.
Happy the lad whose mind was never trained:
His days are worth forgetting more than not.
He sings along the march
Which we march taciturn, because of dusk,
The long, forlorn, relentless trend
From larger day to huger night.

V

We wise, who with a thought besmirch
Blood over all our soul,
How should we see our task
But through his blunt and lashless eyes?
Alive, he is not vital overmuch;
Dying, not mortal overmuch;
Nor sad, nor proud,
Nor curious at all.
He cannot tell
Old mens placidity from his.

VI

But cursed are dullards whom no cannon stuns,
That they should be as stones.
Wretched are they, and mean
With paucity that never was simplicity.
By choice they made themselves immune
To pity and whatever mourns in man
Before the last sea and the hapless stars;
Whatever mourns when many leave these shores;
Whatever shares
The eternal reciprocity of tears.


Dulce et Decorum est

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,
And towards our distant rest began to trudge.
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame, all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!  An ecstasy of fumbling
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And floundring like a man in fire or lime.  
Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams before my helpless sight
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devils sick of sin,
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs
Bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.


The Sentry

Wed found an old Boche dug-out, and he knew,
And gave us hell, for shell on frantic shell
Hammered on top, but never quite burst through.
Rain, guttering down in waterfalls of slime
Kept slush waist high, that rising hour by hour,
Choked up the steps too thick with clay to climb.
What murk of air remained stank old, and sour
With fumes of whizz-bangs, and the smell of men
Whod lived there years, and left their curse in the den,
If not their corpses. . . .
There we herded from the blast
Of whizz-bangs, but one found our door at last.
Buffeting eyes and breath, snuffing the candles.
And thud! flump! thud! down the steep steps came thumping
And splashing in the flood, deluging muck  
The sentrys body; then his rifle, handles
Of old Boche bombs, and mud in ruck on ruck.
We dredged him up, for killed, until he whined
O sir, my eyes  Im blind  Im blind, Im blind!
Coaxing, I held a flame against his lids
And said if he could see the least blurred light
He was not blind; in time hed get all right.
I cant, he sobbed. Eyeballs, huge-bulged like squids
Watch my dreams still; but I forgot him there
In posting next for duty, and sending a scout
To beg a stretcher somewhere, and floundering about
To other posts under the shrieking air.

Those other wretches, how they bled and spewed,
And one who would have drowned himself for good,  
I try not to remember these things now.
Let dread hark back for one word only: how
Half-listening to that sentrys moans and jumps,
And the wild chattering of his broken teeth,
Renewed most horribly whenever crumps
Pummelled the roof and slogged the air beneath  
Through the dense din, I say, we heard him shout
I see your lights! But ours had long died out.


The Dead-Beat

He dropped,  more sullenly than wearily,
Lay stupid like a cod, heavy like meat,
And none of us could kick him to his feet;
Just blinked at my revolver, blearily;
 Didnt appear to know a war was on,
Or see the blasted trench at which he stared.
Ill do em in, he whined, If this hands spared,
Ill murder them, I will.

A low voice said,
Its Blighty, praps, he sees; his plucks all gone,
Dreaming of all the valiant, that ARENT dead:
Bold uncles, smiling ministerially;
Maybe his brave young wife, getting her fun
In some new home, improved materially.
Its not these stiffs have crazed him; nor the Hun.

We sent him down at last, out of the way.
Unwounded;  stout lad, too, before that strafe.
Malingering? Stretcher-bearers winked, Not half!

Next day I heard the Doc.s well-whiskied laugh:
That scum you sent last night soon died. Hooray!


Exposure

I

Our brains ache, in the merciless iced east winds that knife us . . .
Wearied we keep awake because the night is silent . . .
Low drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient . . .
Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous,
But nothing happens.

Watching, we hear the mad gusts tugging on the wire.
Like twitching agonies of men among its brambles.
Northward incessantly, the flickering gunnery rumbles,
Far off, like a dull rumour of some other war.
What are we doing here?

The poignant misery of dawn begins to grow . . .
We only know war lasts, rain soaks, and clouds sag stormy.
Dawn massing in the east her melancholy army
Attacks once more in ranks on shivering ranks of gray,
But nothing happens.

Sudden successive flights of bullets streak the silence.
Less deadly than the air that shudders black with snow,
With sidelong flowing flakes that flock, pause and renew,
We watch them wandering up and down the winds nonchalance,
But nothing happens.

II

Pale flakes with lingering stealth come feeling for our faces  
We cringe in holes, back on forgotten dreams, and stare, snow-dazed,
Deep into grassier ditches. So we drowse, sun-dozed,
Littered with blossoms trickling where the blackbird fusses.
Is it that we are dying?

Slowly our ghosts drag home: glimpsing the sunk fires glozed
With crusted dark-red jewels; crickets jingle there;
For hours the innocent mice rejoice: the house is theirs;
Shutters and doors all closed: on us the doors are closed  
We turn back to our dying.

Since we believe not otherwise can kind fires burn;
Now ever suns smile true on child, or field, or fruit.
For Gods invincible spring our love is made afraid;
Therefore, not loath, we lie out here; therefore were born,
For love of God seems dying.

To-night, His frost will fasten on this mud and us,
Shrivelling many hands and puckering foreheads crisp.
The burying-party, picks and shovels in their shaking grasp,
Pause over half-known faces. All their eyes are ice,
But nothing happens.


Spring Offensive

Halted against the shade of a last hill,
They fed, and, lying easy, were at ease
And, finding comfortable chests and knees
Carelessly slept. But many there stood still
To face the stark, blank sky beyond the ridge,
Knowing their feet had come to the end of the world.

Marvelling they stood, and watched the long grass swirled
By the May breeze, murmurous with wasp and midge,
For though the summer oozed into their veins
Like the injected drug for their bones pains,
Sharp on their souls hung the imminent line of grass,
Fearfully flashed the skys mysterious glass.

Hour after hour they ponder the warm field  
And the far valley behind, where the buttercups
Had blessed with gold their slow boots coming up,
Where even the little brambles would not yield,
But clutched and clung to them like sorrowing hands;
They breathe like trees unstirred.

Till like a cold gust thrilled the little word
At which each body and its soul begird
And tighten them for battle. No alarms
Of bugles, no high flags, no clamorous haste  
Only a lift and flare of eyes that faced
The sun, like a friend with whom their love is done.
O larger shone that smile against the sun,  
Mightier than his whose bounty these have spurned.

So, soon they topped the hill, and raced together
Over an open stretch of herb and heather
Exposed. And instantly the whole sky burned
With fury against them; and soft sudden cups
Opened in thousands for their blood; and the green slopes
Chasmed and steepened sheer to infinite space.

Of them who running on that last high place
Leapt to swift unseen bullets, or went up
On the hot blast and fury of hells upsurge,
Or plunged and fell away past this worlds verge,
Some say God caught them even before they fell.

But what say such as from existence brink
Ventured but drave too swift to sink.
The few who rushed in the body to enter hell,
And there out-fiending all its fiends and flames
With superhuman inhumanities,
Long-famous glories, immemorial shames  
And crawling slowly back, have by degrees
Regained cool peaceful air in wonder  
Why speak they not of comrades that went under?


The Chances

I mind as ow the night afore that show
Us five got talking,  we was in the know,
Over the top to-morrer; boys, were for it,
First wave we are, first ruddy wave; thats tore it.
Ah well, says Jimmy,  an es seen some scrappin  
There aint more nor five things as can appen;
Ye get knocked out; else wounded  bad or cushy;
Scuppered; or nowt except yer feeling mushy.

One of us got the knock-out, blown to chops.
Tother was hurt, like, losin both is props.
An one, to use the word of ypocrites,
Ad the misfortoon to be took by Fritz.
Now me, I wasnt scratched, praise God Almighty
(Though next time please Ill thank im for a blighty),
But poor young Jim, es livin an es not;
E reckoned ed five chances, an es ad;
Es wounded, killed, and prisner, all the lot  
The ruddy lot all rolled in one. Jims mad.


S. I. W.

I will to the King,
And offer him consolation in his trouble,
For that man there has set his teeth to die,
And being one that hates obedience,
Discipline, and orderliness of life,
I cannot mourn him.

W. B. Yeats.

Patting goodbye, doubtless they told the lad
Hed always show the Hun a brave mans face;
Father would sooner him dead than in disgrace,  
Was proud to see him going, aye, and glad.
Perhaps his Mother whimpered how shed fret
Until he got a nice, safe wound to nurse.
Sisters would wish girls too could shoot, charge, curse, . . .
Brothers  would send his favourite cigarette,
Each week, month after month, they wrote the same,
Thinking him sheltered in some Y.M. Hut,
Where once an hour a bullet missed its aim
And misses teased the hunger of his brain.
His eyes grew old with wincing, and his hand
Reckless with ague. Courage leaked, as sand
From the best sandbags after years of rain.
But never leave, wound, fever, trench-foot, shock,
Untrapped the wretch. And death seemed still withheld
For torture of lying machinally shelled,
At the pleasure of this worlds Powers whod run amok.

Hed seen men shoot their hands, on night patrol,
Their people never knew. Yet they were vile.
Death sooner than dishonour, thats the style!
So Father said.

One dawn, our wire patrol
Carried him. This time, Death had not missed.
We could do nothing, but wipe his bleeding cough.
Could it be accident?  Rifles go off . . .
Not sniped? No. (Later they found the English ball.)

It was the reasoned crisis of his soul.
Against the fires that would not burn him whole
But kept him for deaths perjury and scoff
And lifes half-promising, and both their riling.

With him they buried the muzzle his teeth had kissed,
And truthfully wrote the Mother Tim died smiling.


Futility

Move him into the sun  
Gently its touch awoke him once,
At home, whispering of fields unsown.
Always it woke him, even in France,
Until this morning and this snow.
If anything might rouse him now
The kind old sun will know.

Think how it wakes the seeds  
Woke, once, the clays of a cold star.
Are limbs so dear-achieved, are sides
Full-nerved,  still warm,  too hard to stir?
Was it for this the clay grew tall?
 O what made fatuous sunbeams toil
To break earths sleep at all?


Smile, Smile, Smile

Head to limp head, the sunk-eyed wounded scanned
Yesterdays Mail; the casualties (typed small)
And (large) Vast Booty from our Latest Haul.
Also, they read of Cheap Homes, not yet planned;
For, said the paper, When this war is done
The mens first instinct will be making homes.
Meanwhile their foremost need is aerodromes,
It being certain war has just begun.
Peace would do wrong to our undying dead,  
The sons we offered might regret they died
If we got nothing lasting in their stead.
We must be solidly indemnified.
Though all be worthy Victory which all bought,
We rulers sitting in this ancient spot
Would wrong our very selves if we forgot
The greatest glory will be theirs who fought,
Who kept this nation in integrity.
Nation?  The half-limbed readers did not chafe
But smiled at one another curiously
Like secret men who know their secret safe.
This is the thing they know and never speak,
That England one by one had fled to France
(Not many elsewhere now save under France).
Pictures of these broad smiles appear each week,
And people in whose voice real feeling rings
Say: How they smile! Theyre happy now, poor things.
23rd September 1918.


Conscious

His fingers wake, and flutter up the bed.
His eyes come open with a pull of will,
Helped by the yellow may-flowers by his head.
A blind-cord drawls across the window-sill . . .
How smooth the floor of the ward is! what a rug!
And whos that talking, somewhere out of sight?
Why are they laughing? Whats inside that jug?
Nurse! Doctor! Yes; all right, all right.

But sudden dusk bewilders all the air  
There seems no time to want a drink of water.
Nurse looks so far away. And everywhere
Music and roses burnt through crimson slaughter.
Cold; cold; hes cold; and yet so hot:
And theres no light to see the voices by  
No time to dream, and ask  he knows not what.


A Terre

Being the philosophy of many Soldiers

Sit on the bed; Im blind, and three parts shell,
Be careful; cant shake hands now; never shall.
Both arms have mutinied against me  brutes.
My fingers fidget like ten idle brats.

I tried to peg out soldierly  no use!
One dies of war like any old disease.
This bandage feels like pennies on my eyes.
I have my medals?  Discs to make eyes close.
My glorious ribbons?  Ripped from my own back
In scarlet shreds. (Thats for your poetry book.)

A short life and a merry one, my brick!
We used to say wed hate to live dead old,  
Yet now . . . Id willingly be puffy, bald,
And patriotic. Buffers catch from boys
At least the jokes hurled at them. I suppose
Little Id ever teach a son, but hitting,
Shooting, war, hunting, all the arts of hurting.
Well, thats what I learnt,  that, and making money.
Your fifty years ahead seem none too many?
Tell me how long Ive got? God! For one year
To help myself to nothing more than air!
One Spring! Is one too good to spare, too long?
Spring wind would work its own way to my lung,
And grow me legs as quick as lilac-shoots.
My servants lamed, but listen how he shouts!
When Im lugged out, hell still be good for that.
Here in this mummy-case, you know, Ive thought
How well I might have swept his floors for ever,
Id ask no night off when the bustles over,
Enjoying so the dirt. Whos prejudiced
Against a grimed hand when his owns quite dust,
Less live than specks that in the sun-shafts turn,
Less warm than dust that mixes with arms tan?
Id love to be a sweep, now, black as Town,
Yes, or a muckman. Must I be his load?

O Life, Life, let me breathe,  a dug-out rat!
Not worse than ours the existences rats lead  
Nosing along at night down some safe vat,
They find a shell-proof home before they rot.
Dead men may envy living mites in cheese,
Or good germs even. Microbes have their joys,
And subdivide, and never come to death,
Certainly flowers have the easiest time on earth.
I shall be one with nature, herb, and stone.
Shelley would tell me. Shelley would be stunned;
The dullest Tommy hugs that fancy now.
Pushing up daisies, is their creed, you know.
To grain, then, go my fat, to buds my sap,
For all the usefulness there is in soap.
Dyou think the Boche will ever stew man-soup?
Some day, no doubt, if . . .
Friend, be very sure
I shall be better off with plants that share
More peaceably the meadow and the shower.
Soft rains will touch me,  as they could touch once,
And nothing but the sun shall make me ware.
Your guns may crash around me. Ill not hear;
Or, if I wince, I shall not know I wince.
Dont take my souls poor comfort for your jest.
Soldiers may grow a soul when turned to fronds,
But here the things best left at home with friends.

My souls a little grief, grappling your chest,
To climb your throat on sobs; easily chased
On other sighs and wiped by fresher winds.

Carry my crying spirit till its weaned
To do without what blood remained these wounds.


Wild with all Regrets

(Another version of A Terre.)

To Siegfried Sassoon

My arms have mutinied against me  brutes!
My fingers fidget like ten idle brats,
My backs been stiff for hours, damned hours.
Death never gives his squad a Stand-at-ease.
I cant read. There: its no use. Take your book.
A short life and a merry one, my buck!
We said wed hate to grow dead old. But now,
Not to live old seems awful: not to renew
My boyhood with my boys, and teach em hitting,
Shooting and hunting,  all the arts of hurting!
 Well, thats what I learnt. That, and making money.
Your fifty years in store seem none too many;
But Ive five minutes. God! For just two years
To help myself to this good air of yours!
One Spring! Is one too hard to spare? Too long?
Spring air would find its own way to my lung,
And grow me legs as quick as lilac-shoots.

Yes, theres the orderly. Hell change the sheets
When Im lugged out, oh, couldnt I do that?
Here in this coffin of a bed, Ive thought
Id like to kneel and sweep his floors for ever,  
And ask no nights off when the bustles over,
For Id enjoy the dirt; whos prejudiced
Against a grimed hand when his owns quite dust,  
Less live than specks that in the sun-shafts turn?
Dear dust,  in rooms, on roads, on faces tan!
Id love to be a sweeps boy, black as Town;
Yes, or a muckman. Must I be his load?
A flea would do. If one chap wasnt bloody,
Or went stone-cold, Id find another body.

Which I shant manage now. Unless its yours.
I shall stay in you, friend, for some few hours.
Youll feel my heavy spirit chill your chest,
And climb your throat on sobs, until its chased
On sighs, and wiped from off your lips by wind.

I think on your rich breathing, brother, Ill be weaned
To do without what blood remained me from my wound.
5th December 1917.


Disabled

He sat in a wheeled chair, waiting for dark,
And shivered in his ghastly suit of grey,
Legless, sewn short at elbow. Through the park
Voices of boys rang saddening like a hymn,
Voices of play and pleasure after day,
Till gathering sleep had mothered them from him.

About this time Town used to swing so gay
When glow-lamps budded in the light-blue trees
And girls glanced lovelier as the air grew dim,
 In the old times, before he threw away his knees.
Now he will never feel again how slim
Girls waists are, or how warm their subtle hands,
All of them touch him like some queer disease.

There was an artist silly for his face,
For it was younger than his youth, last year.
Now he is old; his back will never brace;
Hes lost his colour very far from here,
Poured it down shell-holes till the veins ran dry,
And half his lifetime lapsed in the hot race,
And leap of purple spurted from his thigh.
One time he liked a bloodsmear down his leg,
After the matches carried shoulder-high.
It was after football, when hed drunk a peg,
He thought hed better join. He wonders why . . .
Someone had said hed look a god in kilts.

Thats why; and maybe, too, to please his Meg,
Aye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts,
He asked to join. He didnt have to beg;
Smiling they wrote his lie; aged nineteen years.
Germans he scarcely thought of; and no fears
Of Fear came yet. He thought of jewelled hilts
For daggers in plaid socks; of smart salutes;
And care of arms; and leave; and pay arrears;
Esprit de corps; and hints for young recruits.
And soon, he was drafted out with drums and cheers.

Some cheered him home, but not as crowds cheer Goal.
Only a solemn man who brought him fruits
Thanked him; and then inquired about his soul.
Now, he will spend a few sick years in Institutes,
And do what things the rules consider wise,
And take whatever pity they may dole.
To-night he noticed how the womens eyes
Passed from him to the strong men that were whole.
How cold and late it is! Why dont they come
And put him into bed? Why dont they come?


THE END

After the blast of lightning from the east,
The flourish of loud clouds, the Chariot throne,
After the drums of time have rolled and ceased
And from the bronze west long retreat is blown,

Shall Life renew these bodies? Of a truth
All death will he annul, all tears assuage?
Or fill these void veins full again with youth
And wash with an immortal water age?

When I do ask white Age, he saith not so,  
My head hangs weighed with snow.
And when I hearken to the Earth she saith
My fiery heart sinks aching. It is death.
Mine ancient scars shall not be glorified
Nor my titanic tears the seas be dried.

End of original text.
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Wilfred Owen (centre foreground) with the 5th Manchesters


TO POESY

A thousand suppliants stand around thy throne,
Stricken with love for thee, O Poesy.
I stand among them, and with them I groan,
And stretch my arms for help. Oh, pity me!
No man (save them thou gavst the right to ascend
And sit with thee, nointing with unction fine,
Calling thyself their servant and their friend)
Has loved thee with a purer love than mine.
For, as thou yieldest thy fair self so free
To Masters not a few, so wayward men
Give half their adoration up to thee,
Beseech another goddess guide their pen,
And with another muse their pleasure take.
Not so with me! I neither cease to love,
Nor am content to love but for the sake
Of passing pleasures caught from thee above.
For some will listen to thy trembling voice
Since in its mournful music warbling low,
Or in its measured chants, or bubbling joys
They hear belovèd tunes of long ago.
And some are but enamoured of thy grace
And find it well to kneel to thee, and pray,
Because there oft-times play upon thy face
Smiles of an earthly maiden far away.

Before the eyes of all thou hast the power
To spread Elysium. Gorgeous memories
Of days far distant in the past can flower
Afresh beneath thy touch; yet not for these
Thy mighty spells I love and hymn thy name;
Nor yet because thou knowst the unseen road
Which leads unto the awful halls of Fame,
Where, midst the heapèd honours, thine the load
Most richly prized, of all the crowns the best!
No! not for these I long to win thee, Sweet!
No more is this my fervent, hopeless quest -
To stand among the great ones there, to meet
The bards of old and greet them as my peers.
O impious thought! O I am mad to ask
Een that their voice may ever reach my ears.

Yet show thou me the task,
That shall, as years advance, give power and skill,
Firm hands; an eye which takes all beauty in,
That I may woo thee thus, if thus thy will.
Ah, gladly would I on such task begin
But that I know this learning must be bought
With gold as well as toil, and gold I lack.
What then? Dost bid me first seek out the Court
Where this worlds wretched god, the money-sack,
Doles out his favours to the cringing herd,
There slave for him awhile to earn his pelf?
Een should I leave him soon, my heart is stirred
With glorious fear and trembles in itself,
When I look forth upon the vasty seas
Of learning to be travelled oer.
I fain
Would know the hills, the founts, the very trees,
Where sang the Greeks of old. I would have plain
Before my vision, heroes, poets, kings,
Hear their clear accents; then observe where trod
Een mythic men; yea, next on Hermes wings
Would mount Olympus and discern each god.

All this to speed my suit with Poesy
Meseems must do; and far, far more than this;
In divers tongues my thoughts must flow out free;
And, in my own tongue, with no word amiss,
For all its writers must be known to me.
My hand must wield the critics weapons, too,
To save myself, or strike an enemy.
Oh grant that this long training neer undo
My simple, ardent love! Throw early dews
Of inspiration oft-times on my brow.
Let them fall suddenly and darkly as thou choose,
Uncertain, fitful as the thunder-drops
Which sprinkle us then cease, to splash once more
Rapidly round, still pausing for long stops,
Not knowing if to vent their heavy store
Upon the parching ground, or wait awhile
Till hasty travelling winds bring increased worth.
But as at last the concentrated pile
Of seething vapours flings its might to earth
In spurts of fire and rain, and to the ground
Flashes its energy, yields up its very soul,
So, midst long triumph-roars of awful sound,
Flash thou thy soul to me at last, and roll
Torrential streams of thought upon my brain,
So give, yea give Thyself to me
At last.
We shall be happy, thou and I. In me
Thoult find a jealous guardian of thy charms,
A doting master, leaving all to be
Ever with thee, ever in thine arms.
Forget my youth, forget my ignorance,
Spurn not my lowliness, and lack of friends
Who might help on my progress and perchance
Present me fearless at the throne where bends
Full timidly my lonely being now.
Friends service would be naught if thine own hand
Uplifted me; do not thine eyes endow
Far brighter wealth than books, and far more grand?
Then come! Come with a rushing impulse swift,
Or draw near slowly, gently, so it be
Never to part.
Round us the world may drift,
Some with scoffs and frowns, with laughter some:
Their hateful mockery I shall not heed.
How could I feel ashamed to stand with one
Who deigns to stoop and be my lifes high meed?
Yet if I would not for its jeering shun
The world, no more would I parade its courts
To change those jeers to applause by showing men
Thy power. Publicity but poorly sorts
My sacred joy, if thou shouldst guide my pen.

Loath would I be to show my exceeding bliss
Even to closest friends. But all unseen,
And far from mens gaze would I feel thy kiss;
No witness save the speechless star-lamps keen
When thou stoopst over me. No eye
But Cynthias look on us, when through the night
We sit alone, our faces pressing nigh,
Quietly shining in her quiet light.


WRITTEN IN A WOOD, SEPTEMBER 1910

Full ninety autumns hath this ancient beech
Helped with its myriad leafy tongues to swell
The dirges of the deep-toned western gale,
And ninety times hath all its power of speech
Been stricken dumb, at sound of winters yell,
Since Adonais, no more strong and hale,
Might have rejoiced to linger here and teach
His thoughts in sonnets to the listening dell;
Or glide in fancy through those leafy grots
And bird-pavilions hung with arras green,
To hear the sonnets of its minstrel choir.
Ah, ninety times again, when autumn rots
Shall birds and leaves be mute and all unseen,
Yet shall I see fair Keats, and hear his lyre.


MY DEAREST COLIN

How glad I was to have your little letter,
To know your throat is really, truly better.
(My words, you see, are falling into verse-gear,
I hope it will not make you any worse, dear!)

About your new Birds Egg Book worth six shillings
What can I say until myself I see it?
But now its bought so dearly, so dearly
so dearly
O  carefully use it!
Oh brown-paper-bind it!
Or youll certainly lose it,
Yes, and, Ill find it!
(Oh really!
Oh really!)
Then youll see it never more
So dont you leave it on the floor!
(Dyou hear me,
Dyou hear me?)
Now let me tell you something of my doings -
We all went out to tea last night to Painters
And played a game I know youd like to play at:
We shot an air-gun at a target on their door
And even Vera did her level best to score.
Hence excepting Auntie (for such sports too aged)
We might have been all Bis(i)ley engaged.
That afternoon we also saw the Pictures.
The French boys always charm me, but the mixtures
Of Blood and Thunder Stories sometimes shock me.
How does Mary like her Book of Botany?
I wish I could find some Pheasants Eggs or Partridges
To bring you; but I got you lots of empty cartridges.
P.S. There was a boy so wondrous wise
He tried to see his nose
And turning inwards both his eyes
He now in glasses goes: -
must now be changed to
There is a boy of Shrewsbury
On whom all doctors dote,
He lets them take hot iodine
And burn out half his throat.



SONNET

Three colours have I known the Deep to wear;
Tis well today that Purple grandeurs gloom,
Veiling the Emerald sheen and Sky-blue glare.
Well, too, that lowly-brooding clouds now loom
In sable majesty around, fringed fair
With ermine-white of surf: to me they bear
Watery memorials of His mystic doom
Whose Name was writ in Water (saith his tomb).
Eternally may sad waves wail his death,
Choke in their grief mongst rocks where he has lain,
Or heave in silence, yearning with hushed breath,
While mournfully trail the slow-moved mists and rain,
And softly the small drops slide from weeping trees,
Quivering in anguish to the sobbing breeze.



LINES WRITTEN ON MY NINETEENTH BIRTHDAY

March 18, 1912

Two Spirits woke me from my sleep this morn;
Both most unwelcome were; for they have tom
Away from me the shady screens of ease
And unreflecting, unself-scanning Peace
Wherein I used to hide me from annoy
In years which found and left me still a Boy.
The First rose solemn, with a Voice of stem
Monition; and it said: Look back! and learn
To number life by moments, not by years;
Know that thy youth to its completion nears.
This night the final minute hath been laid
Upon thy nineteen Springs. Aye, be dismayed
To see the Fourth Part of thy utmost Span
Now spent! What then? Affrighted dost thou plan
To crowd the Rest with Action, every whit?
Evn so essay; but know thou canst not knit
Thy web of hours so close as to regain
Een one lost stitch! For ever gaps remain!
Hereat it ceased; for now a second Shade
Caught all my senses tot; no sound it made;
No form it had; but quietly it drew
Its tightening hand of Pain through every thew
Of my frail body.... Pain? - Why Pain today?
Sure, not a taste of what this tingling clay
Shall suffer through the year? And yet, if so,
Twill be but my most rightful share, I trow,
Scarce worse than the keen hunger-pinch that racks
Numberless wretches all their life. Pain slacks
Its hold on one, only to grasp another;
And why should I be spared, and not my brother?

So thinking, quickly I pass the day. And lo!
What kindnesses the Friends around me show!
How many eyes in warm solicitude
Have smiled upon me! Tongues that have been rude
Are gentle now.... Yet still, how do I miss
Thine eyes, thy voice, my Mother! Oft I kiss
Thy portrait, and I clutch thy letter dear
As if it were thy hand.
At this, fresh cheer
Comes over me; and now upon my couch
Of ruby velvet, oer the fire I crouch
In full content. I only pause from reading
To scribble these few lines; or, scarcely heeding
The dismal damp abroad, to mock the rain
Shooting its sleety balls at me in vain.
- Ho, thus, methinks, hereafter, when the weak
Creations of a Mental Mist shall seek
To quench my soul, Ill thwart them by the shield
Of crystal Hope!
For there have been revealed
Heart-secrets since the coming of this day,
Making me thankful for its thorn-paved way.
Among them this: No joy is comparable
Unto the Melting - soft and gradual -
Of Tortures needles in the flesh. To sail
Smoothly from out the abysmal anguish-jail
And tread the placid plains of normal ease
Is sweeter far, I deem, than all the glees
Which we may catch by mounting higher still
Into the dangerous air where actual Bliss doth thrill.


SUPPOSED CONFESSIONS OF A SECONDRATE SENSITIVE MIND IN DEJECTION

Time was when I have loved the bards whose strains
Saddened the heart, and wrought a heavy mood;
Aye, and my spirit felt a joy to brood
Oer melodies which told of ancient pains.

Lovely the tones when poets lips have moved
For very mournfulness.... O fair the sight
(As now we see it) of a Spirit bright
Bowed on a southern strand; his work approved
Of none; his name despised or else unknown.
O  then, how firm and close was his embrace
Unto Despondency! - Her shadowed face,
Methought, how fair! What music in her moan!
Ye, too, have sometimes wished her near;
Loved a chill dampness round thy path, and known
Her voice, which like a weary wind and lone,
Fled through the woods with lamentation drear.
But think not, if your life-blood still is warm,
That ye have looked upon Despondency.
Ye have but seen her in anothers eye,
As Perseus fearfully beheld the form
Of Gorgon, mirrored in the stilly well.
There may ye guess the beauty of that Head,
The pallor and the mystery - but the Dread
Ye feel not, n6r the horror, nor the spell.

But, face to face, she fixed on me her stare:
Woe, woe, my blood has never moved since then;
Down-dragged like corpse in sucking, slimy fen,
I sank to feel the breath of that Despair.

With Autumn mists, and hand in hand with Night,
She came to me. But at the break of day,
Went not again, but stayed, and yet doth stay.
- O Horror, doth not Pain take note of light
And darkness, - doth he not hold off betimes,
And yield his victim for an hour to Sleep?
Then why dost thou, O Curst, the long night steep
In bloodiness and stains of shadowy crimes?
She hears my cry, and mutters yet,
No rest, no rest for thee, O Slave of mine;
Till I do hate myself and would resign
My life to pay a murderers awful debt.

Out, out to moorlands, from such thoughts I flee
And seek the balm that fair fresh woods distil.
There find I all things in a hushèd thrill
For dread of that grey fiend that walks with me.

She leads me forth, and poisons autumn eves
With hellish scenes; shows me an aged tree
Bending and groaning in its agony
Before a wind tormenting it for leaves;
Spreads out a wild strange sky where towering shapes,
Black and chaotic, choke the sickening day.
Voices moan round; and from the sodden clay
Mist-shrouds crawl up, in token that there gapes
A grave for me at hand.
Aching with fears,
I stumble towards the town, whose distant lights
Glint feebly and go out, and glint again,
Like some retreating ships unto the ken
Of a lost man, who, sinking, feebly fights
Alone in the wide waste behind.
The murmuring tone
Of busy streets a moment gladdens me;
But there, too, comes the Spirit secretly;
At feasts I see her shade, and am alone
With thoughts of pain and nothing hear but her.

So that I may not handle a keen knife,
But flashes to the mind a fearful use
That men have made of it, to loose
The heavy-weighted burden of their life
And make an end. But Death is not the end:
No death for such as thou, O Chatterton!
Until the Second Death; and I do shun
The thought that death is miserys friend.
Since my dread Ghost has once a finger laid
Upon my flesh, and left a burning mark;
This mark (saith she) shall fester on, and cark
Till Death draw near, and halting, shade
His withering eyes, and know the Sign.
O dense
The darkness that shall flood around me then;
Denser the clouds of biting arrows, when
Vile devil-broods to torments bear me hence!



O BELIEVE THAT GOD GIVES YOU ALL THAT HE PROMISES

O  believe that God gives you
All that he promises,
A Saviour who forgives you,
A perfect Saviour,
A Saviour full of power
On the earth and in the heavens,
A Saviour whose presence
Alone makes happy.
This Saviour will make you live
As he has lived.
You will be able to follow him everywhere
Without being conquered.
Right to the end, in the conflict,
His arm will protect you
And in the dark valley
He will lead you.



LITTLE CLAUS AND BIG CLAUS

There dwelled within a village, once, two men,
Whose names alike were Claus. Four stalwart mares
Had one; the other but a single nag.
Wherefore the richer wight Big Claus was called,
While men, if eer they stayed to speak of him,
Would style his neighbour Little Claus. Now hark,
And you shall hear how fared it with them both,
For some do say my story is the truth.

All week, poor little Claus would plough for Big,
Lending his only horse; and then, in turn,
Big Claus would help one day in seven, with all
His team at work. Oh, proudly Little Claus
Curled the lithe whip over the horses five
On Sundays. Were they not as his, that day?
And, when the morning sun was warm, and mist
Rose from fresh furrows like the horses steam,
While bells out-clamoured hungrily for folk
To fill the void and cavernous church, his heart
Would swell with pride to see the passers-by
Watching his labour; and he smacked his whip
And cried out Gee ho, my five horses. Nay,
Quoth Big Claus. That ye must not say, for one
Alone is thine. Alas, no sooner came
Another well-clad churchman by, than Claus
Forgot the prohibition and its giver,
Forgot to guide the ploughshare even, and sang,
Not to the team but to the onlooker,
Gee ho! my five horses!
Say it again,
Growled Big Claus, menacing, and nodding slow
His head, much like the toiling nag itself,
And I will knock thy beast upon the pate,
And make an end of it. Then Little Claus
Ploughed on in silence; till a company
Of pleasant friends crossed oer the fields, and called
Good-morrow to the tiller at his toil.
Pride set his thoughtless face once more aflush;
Full grandly he replied, and as they passed,
Briskly he clacked his whip. Gee ho! he sang.
Gee ho! my five horses. Not a word
Spoke Big Claus, but he snatched a hammer up
And smote the hapless creature sudden-dead.
Oh, pitifully Little Claus did weep
To see his one horse dead, and reck his loss.
But afterwards he stripped away the hide
And dried it, till it stiffened in the wind;
Then packed it, slung the bag upon his back
And set foot to a neighbouring town to sell.
The afternoon oertook him on his way,
And with it, curdling storm clouds. Mid deep brakes
The tempest trapped him; and he wandered wide
Below dark sky and darker woods. At length
Firm shadows and a bar of yellow light,
Shining atop of shutters, beckoned him
Towards a farm. His knocking brought the Wife
To door; but No! said she, an unknown man
She could not lodge, the Farmer being from home.
Claus turned round slowly from the sharp-slammed door,
And crept upon a thatch-roofed shed close by;
Whence, as he lay, and twisted him about,
He saw, above the scanty shutters, full
Into the kitchen; saw a table spread
With meats and fish and wine; and one there sat -
A Sexton - plying merrily his fork,
The whiles the Woman kept his glass abrim.
Claus watched, lamenting loud, and scarcely heard
The clatter of a heavy horse below.
This, the Farmers horse, returning. He
Was a worthy man, but long he nursed
A curious prejudice against all Sextons,
Till the bare sight of one would make him mad.
So therefore did the Wife regale this one,
The Farmer absent; therefore, too, she now,
At his return, hustled the graveyard-man
Into an empty chest, and thrust the meats
Into the oven, the wines behind the stove.
Alack, moaned Little Claus, when all the feast
So vanished. Whos above? the Farmer cried.
Why liest thou there? Come, rather, in with me.
Then Claus begged leave to spend the night with him.
Yea, that thou shalt do; but we first must eat,
Said he; and blithelygan to sup a dish
Of gruel, which the Woman set before them.
But Claus still hungered tigerishly for all
Those gravied savories; and relished ill
The milky groats. So now he placed his foot
Upon his bag, which lay beneath the board;
Making it squeak; and when it squeaked, said Hush!
But saying so, trod harder, and called forth
Still louder noise. Hulloa! said his host.
What hast thou, in thy bag?
A wizard dwells
In this my bag, said Claus; and wot ye now
What he is saying? Why that we should not
Be spooning gruel, when hes conjured up
Roast meat and pastries hot, inside thy oven there.
Zounds! said the Farmer, peering in the stove.
Mutely the Woman drew her cooking forth
And so they ate. Again the enchanter spoke
In voice of chirping leather; telling now
Of three full wine jars, conjured by the stove.
Tongue-tied and fidgeting, the Wife fetched out
Her hidden bottles; so, the Farmer drank,
And was right merry. Presently, he said,
And can thy mage bring up the Evil One?
I have a mind to see the Infernal sight,
Being in merry mood.
He can! quoth Claus.
Listen; he answers Yes; and he should dot
Only the sight is passing ugly.
Pooh! I have no fear. What form, though, would he take?
Oh, he would have the image of a Sexton.
Nay, thats ugly indeed; for you must know
I cannot tolerate a Sexton. Still,
As I shall know it is the Evil One
The sight will be much easier to be borne.
Proceed, Im ready; only - not too near!
They sat awhile in silence, while the bag
Gave forth strange sounds. These Claus interpreted
As meaning that the Demon might be found
Cowering inside the oaken chest, all fear.
Full cautiously they stepped towards the thing;
Slowly and slightly raised they up the lid.
The Farmer peeped with eyes half-closed for dread,
Suddenly saw the quaking man, and sprang
Stammering away. Oh! Now, Ive seen him. Ugh!
Exactly like our Sexton - shocking sight!
So thereupon he needs must drink again,
And on they drank, till night was far advanced.
But when dawn brake, the Farmer rose and said,
See, you must sell to me your Conjuror.
I cannot, - nay - I cannot; only think
Of all the benefit he is to me.
Long Claus held out against entreaty thus;
Until, as if quick-touched with gratitude
To a kindly host, he parted with his bag
For a bushelful of money, measured fair.
Moreover, said the host, have thou the Chest;
Who knows what ill may lurk within it yet?
And bade the traveller, being well pleased withal,
Take a large barrow for removing it.
Farewell! quoth Claus, and pushed forth on his way.
A broad, but bridge-spanned river rolled athwart
The forest road; and when Claus gained the bridge
He stopped, hard breathing, questioning thus aloud:
What if I rid me of this lurdane chest?
Heavy it is as it were filled with stone.
Ill trundle it no more. Belike the flood
Will bear it home; if not - then I care not.
With that, he dragged and tilted it about
As if to heave it oer the waterside.
Hi! shrieked the Sexton. Hi! man, leave it be!
Let me out first!
Ha! Zooks! quoth Little Claus,
Feigning a fright. And is he still inside?
Ill haste and fling him in, so he may drown.
Oh no! No! No! A bushel of my wealth
Shall be your own, an you will set me free!
At once the frolic knave undid the lock;
And out the Sexton crept, on crampèd knees.
Then, after gladly throwing the empty chest
Over the bridge, led Claus back to his house,
Meted the dole, and sent him home behind
A barrow now nigh full of shining coin.
To be assured of perfect measure, Claus
Dispatched a lad to Big Claus, craving for
The use of his best bushel. He, brain-teased
To know the cause of such a need, smeared tar
Upon the bottom of the vase; and lo!
The thing, returned, bore three new shillings, fast
Against the tar, bright moons in ebon sky.
Whence comes all this? thought he; and running straight
To Little Claus, was told it was the price
Of his dead horses skin. A goodly price!
Quoth he; and hastened home and smote his team
All dead; and hurried with their skins to town,
To make a mighty bargain. Wholl buy skins!
He cried through all the streets; Skins! Skins!
So brought the cobblers and the tanners out;
But they, being answered that his charge for each
Was a bushelful of money, thought he mocked,
And mocked again; until his senseless cries
Chafed them to wrath. Thou crazy loon! yelled they,
Thinkest we measure coin in bushels? Fie!
Ill warrant that we tan thy skin for thee
To colours black and blue; and that they did,
With stirrups, belts and thongs and apron-bands.
So flailed him home, skin-seared with murderous stripes,
And burning hot with murderous thoughts within.
The Knave shall pay for this; shall pay for this;
Ill kill him for his pains. And, sure, that night,
He crept round to the house of Little Claus,
Stole to his bed, tho scarcely seeing aught,
And struck the still, prone figure, dastardly
With pointed hatchet on the head; and left.
The wicked man! chirped Little Clauss voice
From out a corner. Tried to kill me! Oh!
Lucky for my grandame she was dead.
For Little Clauss grandmother had died
That eve; and he, albeit her rancid tongue
Had vexed him oft, out-laid her in his bed,
Hoping the warmth might charm her life-warmth back.
He in a large chair dozed. From which he watched
Big Clauss deed. But soon as Claus was gone,
He dressed the dame in holiday attire,
Placed her upon the back seat of his cart,
And drove her, with a borrowed horse, towards town.
By sunrise, they had stopped outside an inn,
Whereof the landlord was a wealthy man,
And good; only as passionate as if
Composed of snuff and pepper. Of this man
Claus asked refreshment; answring to his greeting,
Yea, host, I stir betimes today; for I
Am taking my old grandame to the town.
Shes in the cart: I cannot bring her in.
Perhaps, mine host, yell take her a glass of mead?
Speak loud; shes somewhat hard of hearing.... Hem!
The landlord cried, at the beldames side,
Who sat up in the cart as if alive,
Here is a glass of mead from your grandson, dame.
Bolt upright sat the dame, nor moved an inch.
Here is a glass of mead from your grandson, dame!
Stark stared the dame, nor uttered she a word.
Do ye not hear? Receive this glass of mead!
Then, when hed bawled the same a few times more,
As she neer stirred, he flew into a rage,
And flung the beaker full across her face.
At once she fell stiff backward to the ground.
Hullo! cried Little Claus, now rushing out,
And seizing on the landlord. What is this?
Youve killed my grandmother! Dye see this hole
Deep in her forehead?
Miserable me!
What a misfortune here! And all this comes
Of my too hasty temper! Loud he moaned,
Wringing his hands. Then, Little Claus, he said,
Dear Little Claus, Ill have thy grandmother
Buried as if she were mine own; and you -
Shall have a bushel of my money, if
You speak no word of what has happened here.
For were it known, my head were not my own.
So Little Claus took home another load
Of money, and the host inearthed the dame.

A second time, a lad rapped Big Claus door,
Praying him lend a bushel to his friend.
In wide astonishment, he took the thing
Himself to little Claus; who, smiling, said,
You killed my grandmother instead of me!
I sold her for this bushelful of coin!
Not long the elder stayed on hearing this;
But posted home to where his own shrunk gammer
Ever a-knitting sat, and ruthlessly
He struck her feeble spark of life extinct,
Like one that strikes with sudden iron the coals
And makes the low flame vanish into air.
This done, he drove to an apothecary
Off ring to sell to him a defunct corse.
Whose is it? And how came you by the same?
My grandmothers; I struck her dead to get
A bushel of thy money in exchange.
Lord help us! said the man. Thourt surely mad!
If not, I vow your heads in jeopardy!
And then he pointed out the heinousness
Of such a deed; the awful wickedness,
And punishment thereof; all which so scared
Big Claus, that, like a hounded hare,
He bolted from the shop, leapt on his cart,
And lashed his horses to a maniacs pace.
But maniac all thought the man; and so
They let him go wherever he might please.
Now, after reaching home, he knew one place,
One house, from which no man could turn his step
And that was Little Clauss.... When he stood
Facing that small deceiver, suddenly
He cast a roomy bag oer all his length,
Tied it; and had him safe. He took his fill
Of wordy taunts and vaunts and promises
Of speedy drowning. Then to riverwards
He bore his prey to wreak the act itself.
None of the lightest was his cumbrous load;
Long, very long his way; and, passing by
A Church whence organ-tones were pealing forth,
Big Claus bethought him he would rest therein,
And hear a psalm before he further trudged.
Meantime, because he knew the strings were strong,
And thought the people must be all in Church,
He left the bag outside the open door.
Heigh-ho! sighed Little Claus, a-squirming round
And thrusting out his prison-sides, as if
Some monstrous ferret poked about its sack.
But never a cord could he unloose; so lay
Quite still again and thought. Ere long a herd
Of cows came pattering by upon the dust;
And when the pattering passed, he heard the slow
Tap-tapping of an ancient drovers staff.
Heigh-ho! sighed Little Claus. Im very young
To be already bound for heavenly lands.
And I, the answer came, who am so old,
Have never found the way to reach them yet.
Open the bag; creep in, instead of me,
And thou shalt go to heaven in a trice.
Then take my cattle, friend, and feed them well,
Said he; and Claus soon closed the bag oer him
And off he drove his thirty lusty cows.
The dust had scarcely settled in their rear,
When Big Claus stepped into the sun again,
And took his bag. How light it seems, thought he.
That comes of hearing holy psalms, I ween!
So, easily he reached the rivers banks,
And flung the bag a-gurgling to the deep.
There lie! Ill smart from no more tricks of thine.
But, walking home, at the forking of the roads,
Who should he meet but Little Claus himself,
Yelping at stubborn cattle. Mercy me!
Hows this! Did I not drown thee! gasped Big Claus.
Oh aye! said he, as he thwacked a backward beast,
Oh aye! You threw me in the river there,
Some half an hour ago. Big Claus was dumb,
And followed lamely on behind the herd.
At length he spoke: Where got ye all these kine?
Said Little Claus: Sea-cattle is this herd.
Ill tell thee all the story; thanking thee
For having drowned me; since, escaping thus,
Im very wealthy. Fearful was the fall
Into the waters; down I sank at once,
But lighted on a bed of softest grass.
A moment afterward, the bag was loosed;
The loveliest girl imaginable, dressed
In snowy robes, and wreathed with dripping green,
Gave me her gentle hand, and said, O Claus,
There is some cattle for thee; if thou go
A mile along the Road, another herd
Thoult find; go, take it; as a gift from me.
I now perceived the river is a Road -
The sea-folks high road; there they walked and drove,
Passing from ocean far into the land.
How beautiful it was! How fresh the grass!
The fishes darted past my ear like birds,
And Oh the cattle grazing on the dikes!
Hum, the other said. I marvel much
That ye return so soon from such a place.
Why! tis a piece of policy, my friend!
I cross the fields towards my promised herd,
Because the River Road winds round about;
And so I save much time.... Thou lucky man!
Could I obtain sea-cows as thou hast done?
No doubt thou couldst! If thou but walk with me,
Towards the banks, then get inside the bag,
Id throw thee in with all the pleasure in life!
Thanks! said Big Claus. But if I get no cows,
Ill beat you famously when I return.
Nay, do not be so hard! And so they went.
Now, as the drove of thirsty cows caught sight
Of running water, on they lumbered fast
Towards it, tossing horns and lowing loud.
Look, look! cried little Claus. What haste they show!
How they do long to be below again!
No sooner saw Big Claus that sudden rush
Than furious he waxed to be cast in.
Give me a stone, for fear I should not sink!
He cried. No fear of that, the other said.
Still, in the bag he put a stone. Then pushed,
And, plump! into the river fell Big Claus.
I fear he will not find the cattle, though,
Said Little Claus. And away he drove his own.



THE RIVALS

If thou guessed what easy hours
I can fleet among my flowers,
How I fondle them, and how
Find them better friends than Thou,
Haply, love, the thing might shame thee;
Haply with some spite inflame thee.

Nay, indeed, thou art not all;
And I can forget thy thrall.
For I shall when summer comes
Sport me with my garden chums,
Orchid, harebell, fern, and foxglove.
Then thoult tear thy pretty locks, love,
Twisting curls round jealous fingers....

When thou findst thy true love lingers
Longer oer the rose than thee,
Know thou hast great rivalry;
Cry to see it, careless elf,
Bite thy lips, but blame thyself!

Many a slim tree, dark of tresses,
Whispering, gives me strange caresses.
Steadfast shines Narcissus eye
When I would his beauty try.
And he loads my sighs with scent,
Not with frowns of discontent.
Water lilies all tranquil lie
When their secrecies I spy.
Ruddy pout the mouths of roses -
More I kiss, more each uncloses.
Even violets, who are shy
Of their cousin in the sky,
Do not stiffen or resent
When a fingertip is bent
Round their chins. And if, like thee,
Little snowdrops were foot-free,
Would they run from me, and vent
Laughs of scornful merriment?
Nay, they love me, as I them.

Oh, my loves of bud and stem,
Tell my Maid what lightsome hours
I spend with you in your bowers.
This may pique her jealousy;
Haply charm her back to me.



A RHYMED EPISTLE TO E.L.G.

Mahim, Monkmoor Rd., in Salop

Heigh ho! Howe dothe old Tyme gallop.
Bacon, Promus

Stanza I

My honoured cousin,
Ill not dwell
Longtime upon your verse (so well
Conceived) yet I am bound to tell
How after many a patient puff,
And later, many an angry snuff,
I  got into a regular huff
That you had never written
To say how badly bitten
You were by your exam,
Or else how well youd smitten
The Oxford-Senior Witan
By letting off your cram.

However...
So clever,
So well selected,
And so unexpected
Was this your happy rime
It makes amend
For lapse of time,
So here I end,
My chiding chime.
... Is it physical To walk unbraced, and suck up the humours
Of the dank morning?
Cool-as a Cheeser, Bacon

I will no more than mention
The Keswick grand convention
Such speech would be amiss
In such a thing as this.

What I can best remember
Of Keswick was the Camp
Pitched in a field as damp
As gutters in December.

We woke at six or thereabouts;
We woke to find our inner clouts
As moist as Caustic Soda;
To find our tent, a bell-tent,
A very bell-jar, feculent
With CO2, Cl, strong-blent
With every pungent odour.

We lay at night between wet rugs
Found nothing, though, that rhymed with rugs -
And were the rugs a bit less hairy,
And were the tent a bit more airy,
Had fewer been the chilly gouts
That dropped upon our snoring snouts,
And warmer been the morning blast,
And daintier been the plain repast,
Less like strong bilge the stuff called tea,
Less like roast wood the pie-pastry
More plentiful the fruit and berry
 I wis we had bin very merry.
Hail! Bacons Midsummer Iced Cream
Act III, scene i

I went to Coniston one day
And twice got drenched and had to pay
Hotels to dry the wet away.
The hail hailed, pricked and pained;
The rain rained, rained, and rained;
The clouds clouded, crowded round;
The thunder thundered; the wind - wound.

Canto IV

1 Awake. Isaiah.
2 Come forth. Bacon, King John, Act IV, sc. i.
3 Come, prepare yourself do.
4 Seest thou yon littel birde? Chaucer.
5 Thank you. Christopher Marlowe.

All such as dwelled in the tent of Sh! Hem!
Now none of that! I mean - all them
As cohabit my canvas limpet
Were photographed thereby; and some imp hit
On th idea of appearing in nightcloes
(As the photographer came before 8 a m.)
So in turbans of towels, and baggy pyjamas
We were actually taken; and what with the right-pose,
Right-exposure, et cetera, we look like real salaamers.
I can see how you stare
At this startling quotation,
Quite amazed that I dare
Say that Keats thus could swear.
Buttis a citation
From one of his letters,
And I make no filtration
Of words of my betters;
So there!

And indeed I would add
Secret Borrowers too,
And every vile cad
To whose mind me and you
Are one and the same.
For I think it a shame
That my bike, so well prized,
Some knaves have bestridden,
And one has so ridden
As to hug a stone wall
Or somehow to fall,
And has made a nice mess,
(Shape of pedal - an S)
Hurt the mudguard no less
And the nickel and all!
Epilogue

Wind up.
Bacon, King Lear, Act IV, sc. vii
I tried in an hour
To concoct this epistle;
-Twas beyond my poor power,
And, by that deep Whistle,
Ive been nearly two.
Time, then, for dismissal
And closing adieu.

Dear fellow, do send me
Another of yours
For Ive none to befriend me
When Dunsden immures.

And perhaps I will send you
Another of mine.

And so I commend you
To heaven benign.


THE DREAD OF FALLING INTO NAUGHT

Now slows the beat of Summers dancing pulse;
Her voice has weak and quaverous undertones;
Cold agues in her hectic limbs convulse;
Slow palsies creep into her sapless bones.
Ah! is she falling into Death so soon, so soon?

Evn so! and now the peerless forest green
Is streaked with silvery pallor of decay.
As a beauteous womans locks may lose their sheen
Through fearful dreams, and turn too early grey,
So Summer paleth now, and moaneth in her swoon.

The expressions of her once-rich mind, the flowers,
Are feeble-born, else rank unnaturally;
And whoso looks on leafy garden bowers,
Fresh bloodstains every misty mom may see,
Spilt from her veins by Winters lance, and conflict-strewn.

My power of life, though youthful, also sinks;
Before my time I bear a hoary head;
And chill airs strike my brow, that blow, methinks,
Straight from the icy cavern of the dead.
Night darkens round; my day shall know no afternoon.

O  never mourn, my brothers! well ye know
These crimson stains shall vanish from the trees;
Washed by the precious ointment of the snow.
A little while, and drowsy Earths disease,
Shall feel the healing quickness of another June.

I, only, mourn, because I cannot tell
What spring-renewing wakes the sleep of Men.
I do but know, (ah! this I know too well)
I shall not see the same sweet life again,
Nor the dear Sun, nor stars, nor tender moon.


SCIENCE HAS LOOKED, AND SEES NO LIFE BUT THIS:

Science has looked, and sees no life but this:
Or, at the most tis hypothetical.
Thou art as animals, as worms, as clay;
Earth - thy small planet, of a thousand, one -
Shall slowly waste, unto an outburnt ash:
And thou and all thy race, be blotted out.
For in the dissolution of mans brain
Himself dissolves, and passes into naught...

O careful Science, thou hadst all my zeal,
But a Third Power smiles, and beckons me.
She is a wanton of too light a name
To hold the faith of most men in her heart.
Poor Poesy! She hath no constancy...

But yesterday she clung half-trustingly
To calm religion. Where is she today?
Clasping Cold Science with a grim embrace!
No constancy! But comforts manifold,
And therefore, lovely to a waif, like me!

Speak to me, Poesy! Give me on this height
The one true message of thy thousand oracles!

Yea? cryest thou so hungry for some Light?
Seek light no more! There is no Light as yet!
The Light that lights the soul shall be the last
Created thing; as that which lights the eye the first!
These mountains are the breasts of Mother Earth,
Nestle thou there, child; suck thy fill of joys.
And strive no more to look beyond thy Mothers arms.

- So? is it so? Then I will lie and rest.
O  mountains, there comes over me this hour
A wondrous longing for my latest sleep.
I long to drowse, and fall upon eternal sleep;
I want to sleep, but not to dream, and not to wake;
Pass hence, and yet behold no region more;
Fade from this company of distracted men
Where all are mad deluders, or else sick deluded...
Now, Night, rise softly like a careful nurse:
Lower the lights of day round thy sick child:
For I would sleep...
Poor I, who know not what I am, nor whence,
Would shake away this bitter case of flesh,
Even though naught remain when it is gone.
Would rid me of long deceiving blood;
How know I but at this very hour
My thoughts most high, most melancholy-grand,
Be not the chance-distemper of my pulse,
The doing of some small, intestine flaw!
O  death, before I pluck my brain away,
Let me but sleep...
My heart stops - it is well...
O  Light, which art but darkness,
O  cruel world... O Men... O my own Self...
Farewell!


THE LITTLE MERMAID

of Hans Christian Anderson

Part I

1
Far out at sea, the water is as blue
As cornflowers, and as clear as crystal-core;
But so exceeding deep, no sea-birds view
Can fathom it, nor mens ropes touch its floor.
Strange, snake-like trees and weeds - the same which grew
Before dry land with herbs was peopled oer -
Still sleep in heavy peacefulness down there,
And hold their fluctuous arms towards upper air.

2
And it is there the Sea-Kings nation dwells.
His palace, golden-bright and ruby-red,
Gleams like a crown among those velvet dells.
Pink, shimmering streams of light its windows shed,
Like waterfalls of wine; and pink-white shells,
Like Alpine snows, its lofty roof oerspread;
Which close and open, close and open wide,
With every ebb and flowing of the tide.

3
Twice beauteous is the sight, for perfect pearls
Glimmer between the valvelets as they gape.
As when a butterfly shut wings unfurls,
And pollen-filmèd globes of dew escape,
So ope those shells, so shine those gems. The swirls
Of stirring currents stroke to smoothest shape
The sandy palace floors; or, like a breeze,
Suddenly fluster its mysterious trees.

4
The ancient King, of consort long bereft,
Unto his mother gave the queenly state;
And in her careful governance he left
His six fair daughters. Scarce could I relate
The beauty of those six without a theft
Of honey-words from some song-potentate;
And of the youngests utter loveliness,
I rest content to wake a wistful guess.

5
Her skin is delicate and freshly clear
As petals of wild rose; and in her eyes,
As in the stillness of an evening mere,
All heavens purple concentrated lies.
But lo! what marvel to mankind is here:
She has no feet, no knees! but mermaid-wise,
A fishs tail, smooth-tapering from her waist,
Blue-scaled, and glistering, like silver chased.

6
All day, these mermaids sported in their hall,
Feeding the fish that through the windows shot,
And training weeds to twine about the wall.
Or sometimes each would tend her garden grot,
Where one so ranged her plants as to recall
Blunt-snouted whales; another planned her plot
In shapes to imitate her own; and one,
The youngest, choosing red flowers, made a sun.

7
A strange and lonely child seemed this Princess.
Deep were the fathomings of her secret thought.
Not that she shunned a sisterly caress;
But, spoken to, faint-smiled, and answered naught.
Loved she the silent deep? Nay, less and less
She loved it! And as years new sameness brought,
Its silence, its low stillness, its pale gloom,
Weighed on her soul, and made sweet life a doom.
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Her sisters joyed to find such curious things
As foundering ships let fall to their domain;
But she cared not for showered coins or rings,
And claimed no share of all that precious rain
Except a marble statue, - some boy-kings,
Or youthful heros. Its cold face in vain
She gazed at, kissed, and tried with sighs to thaw,
For still the wide eyes stared, and nothing saw.
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Thereby she set a weeping-willow tree
To droop and mourn. Full dolefully it clung
About the form, and moved continually,
As if it sighed; as if it sometimes wrung
Convulsive fingers in sad reverie.
And ever oer the light blue sand it hung
A purple shade, which hour by hour the same,
Burnt softly on, like lambent sulphur flame.
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Soon, for the twilight of that shadows ring,
The girl forsook the fiery-blossomed grove
And golden-fruited gardens of the King;
Yet not een there her eyes reposed; but strove
For glimpses of the suns far brightening.
Her ear could bear no voice, unless it wove
Tales of the upper world; its tuneful birds;
Sweet-odoured blooms; warm meadows; placid herds.
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Long time before these wonders might be seen
By her, for it was now the year wherein
The eldest sister counted years fifteen.
(Now sea-folk hold it as unthinkable sin
For girls to wander from their sires demesne
Until a certain year of age they win.)
Rose the first Princess to the waves at last,
And there, in wonderment, a long night passed.
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Returned, she told her sisters all; and said
Naught was so fine as, from a sandy isle,
To watch a citys lights, white, green, and red,
Pricking the dark for many a twinkling mile.
She caught strange music, and, more strange, the tread
Of crowded men. Then, from some campanile,
Hummed the low voices of the midnight bells,
And bugles fluted in far citadels.
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A year went; and the second happy maid
Broke the still surface of the evening sea.
The sky was peerless gold; a slow parade
Of violet clouds wheeled westward gorgeously.
Above her, like a white and fluttering braid,
The wild swans winged towards the sun. Then she
Swam westward too; but swift the great ball sank,
Leaving the air all colourless and dank.
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The third Princess was bold: she made her way
Far up a river, passing vine-clad hills,
And wooded castles all the sunny day.
Oft-times she had to dive or take cool swills
To ease her burning skin. She fain would play
With bathing children; but with terror-shrills
They fled from her; and when dogs barked amain,
She too took fright, and turned to sea again.
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The fourth remained in mid-seas; whence, said she,
A vast blue bell of glass appeared the vault.
Dim sails she spied; and watched the tireless glee
Of waggish dolphins turning somersault,
And whales a-snorting fountains angrily.
The fifth went up in winter, when like malt
The surge was frothing, and the drifting ice
Shone green as emerald thrones of Paradise.

16
She took a slippery seat on one of these,
And let the winds fan out her long, wet hair.
The near ships scudded on before the breeze
As if alarmed to see her.... Then the air
Fell vaporous-heavy; ocean, ill at ease,
Belched spray; but safe upon her swinging chair,
She laughed to see the vessels roll and leap,
And lightnings zigzag oer the seething deep.

17
It often happened that the sisters five
Would rise with arms entwined at twilight brown.
O! it was sweet to see them upward drive
Light as the clustered balls of thistledown.
Then would they sing, and singing sometimes strive
To tell storm-tossers not to fear to drown.
But men, who take their voices for the wind,
Must perish ere they reach the sea-folk kind.
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Said I those linkèd evening flights were sweet?
Ah! not so unto one!... who stood and gazed
Until the lightnings from the distant beat
Of lashing tails she saw no more; then raised
Her eyes to where the large, pale stars did fleet
Through gliding shadows, and so dreamed amazed
Of shadowy ships; which guessed not the appeal
Of mermaid arms outstretched towards their keel.

Part II

19
So dreamed she through the years; until, oh joy!
The day of her ascension surely came.
Now must the grandame tedious skill employ,
In dressing her as should befit her name.
Though truly all this pomp did but annoy
The Princess: often, with a hurt exclaim,
She would have shaken off the eight large shells
That decked her tail; and evn her asphodels.
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But Pride must suffer pain the dame averred,
And wove the heavy wreath about her brow.
However, all forgotten at the word
Farewell, she shot up lightsomely enow.
Many a silver bubble she bestirred
To quiver up as up she sped; and now,
Herself a bubble, burst upon the air,
And lost herself within its wonders rare.
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The sun that moment dipped, but fairy pink
Still flushed the clouds, and long their trailing fringe
Swept on, and waved above the airy brink
Where day was slipping from the earth. A tinge
Curdled the sea, like mingling oil and ink,
Or bloody lymph when witchs flames impinge.
And in the midst of that wide calm, there lay
A large, dark ship, still as a rock, and grey.
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Only one sail was hoist, for no breeze stirred.
The sailors all about the rigging hung
In easy pose, each like a dozing bird.
Soft music breathed at times, clear voices sung;
And when the shine of eve grew blurred,
Hundreds of lantern fires on high were slung.
Sudden, the dazzle of a rocket-glance!
And on the deck strikes up the merry dance.

23
The mermaid, close beneath, essays to peep
Through the transparent cabin panes; and oft
As she is lifted by the billow-leap,
Espies young human forms, more beauteous-soft
Than she had dreamed; but oh! she holds these cheap
Beside their Prince. Anon he goes aloft,
Whereat a hundred fireworks skyward hiss,
Frightning the maid far down the dark abyss.
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When next she looks, the stars of heaven seem falling;
Suns drizzle sparks, and all is light as day.
So that amid the din and flash appalling,
She clearly sees the glistening pleasure-ray
Gleam from the Princes eye, as he is calling
For songs, and smiling on his comrades gay.
Why is his smile so sparkling and elate?
Surely his birthday they must celebrate!
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See how the poesy trembles on his lip
To hear the pining violins, heart torn,
Yearn to the lightsome harps, that oer them trip,
Like elves about Titania, love-lorn!
Ah, hark, though - in the shrouds above the ship -
How envious winds now bodefully gin mourn!
The sighing of their wailful harmonies
Hath hushed the lutings and the chaunted glees.
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It is late. Starry lamps and fierce fusees
Fade out. The stunning guns are dumb. All ears
Hark to grumbling in the heart of the seas.
The ship makes sudden headway; on she steers,
Her canvas spreading to the strengthening breeze;
Till lightning shows a dark shore quickly nears.
Whereat the mariners reef again the sails,
And know they lie at mercy of the gales.
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The mermaid, clinging to the vessels side,
Bounding from crest to crest with dizzy swoop,
Fancies they run a right good billow-ride.
The crew, all huddled on the drenching poop,
Think differently. Fresh leaks split gaping-wide;
A mountain-wave bursts oer a shrieking group,
And sweeps them deep into the deep cold.

28,
The mast falls headlong; water fills the hold;
She heels slowly - leans - sinks - O Heaven - she sinks!
With gasp and bubbling groan the brave ship goes,
She and her braver souls.... The nymph but thinks
Of one; and him, just as his eyelids close,
Just as his mouth draws in the first death-drinks,
She finds, upholds, and guides between the floes
Of battling planks and spars of splintering wood.
Then lets the billows bear them where they should.
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At dawn, the outspent wind sank down as dead;
And gloriously uprist the eastern hues.
They touched the Princes pallid cheek with red,
And soon with certain life he did infuse.
The nereid kissed him; fondled his fine head,
And smoothed his hair so marred with clammy ooze.
He seemed her statue grown life-sensitive!
She kissed again, and knew that he would live.
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Now they approached a balmy, sunlit land,
Whose marble mountains, silver-tipped with snow,
Towered oer a seaboard fringe of citrons bland.
She swam to where a domèd portico
Crowned shallow waves; and, passing up the sand,
Laid down her sleeping burden there-below.
Then she drew back, and hid beneath thick foam,
To watch for whoso thitherward might roam.
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Ere long there issued from that building white,
A crowd of straying girls. Soon one of these
Beheld the prostrate corse; half choked with fright,
She uttered cries; then, falling on her knees,
Besought him speak. He stared, smiled, rose upright.
And with those maidens vanished through the trees.
But no smile sent he to the watching one,
Nor knew he aught of all that she had done.
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Stricken, as with a wound, she stiffly fell
Into her fathers halls; and from that hour,
Her pensiveness increased tenfold. What spell,
They asked her, doth thy budding life deflower?
Show us this hidden woe. Thou wilt not tell?
Sister, what sights of ship, or cloud or tower,
Bewitched thee on thy happy day above?
 Empty request! How dared she say twas Love!
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Till, after lingering by that quiet beach,
Marking the dazzling snow-caps slowly melt,
Fruits ripen, cornfields mellow, pastures bleach,
And last, the acorn showers begin to pelt,
But seeing nevermore the Prince, her speech
Could hold no more: all, all she felt
And longed for, poured she out in piteous sobs.
And lo! in flooded Hope with glorious throbs!
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For none among her kindred maids but burned
To help their sisters love, so destitute;
And twas not long ere one of them had learned
Where dwelt this Prince of high terrene repute.
So henceforth her fond spirit no more yearned
Unto a vision, once-seen, stark and mute,
But now she held him in her constant sight,
And stayed beneath his casement night by night.
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He thought himself alone on many a night
While she was close; and gave no noteful heed,
When, in the shadows, murmured ripples slight.
Once, evn, as she was hid in bedded reed,
A gust seized hold her silvery veil so light.
But he who saw, must needs the rest instead,
By saying: Lo! a swan that spreads its wings!
 How blind are men to twilights mystic things!

PART III

36
Much looking and much brooding on the earth,
Desire unsated, daily growing worse,
Begot in her young brain the sudden birth
Of an idea - too strange for her to nurse.
Therefore with fervidness, though feigning mirth,
She brought it to the Queen: Sweet dame, rehearse
More and yet more of the world thats dry.
Bears it immortal lives? Or do men die?
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So she began, and thus the Queen replied:
They die, my child, they die. And their lifes term
Is shorter than our own. We here abide
Three hundred years; then, like the basest worm,
Dissolve into the foamy ocean-tide.
Now men have brief existence and infirm,
But after, they ascend beyond the stars,
Where tears are not, and naught their rapture mars.

38
And why have we no such undying soul?
Oh, I would give my mermaid centuries
For one day human, and Hopes aureole.
Think not of that; we of the underseas,
The lady said, live happier and more whole
Than men do, with their early grave, disease,
And void despairs. For not all hope as thou,
Nor is Lifes crown for every human brow.
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So, at the last, to empty surf I melt;
Drift on the gabbling waves, yet hear no word;
Froth in the soft, warm rains, that fall unfelt;
Fly before whistling winds that pipe unheard
And know no more the place where I have dwelt.
And better so! Why, less reports have erred,
Many a human life hath envied thine,
And thy long sleep upon the windy brine.

40
But is there no way whereby I might find
A spirit like to mans?
No way, dear girl,
Unless it chanced some rashling of their kind,
So loved you that you were to him a pearl,
More goodly than his own wide world enshrined,
And wedded you. Nay, mark! Twould be a churl
Whod do it. This magnificent tail of yours
Offends their youth. Four limbs, else no men-wooers!

41
Come, come, be merry! Let us leap about
During the span of years we have to live.
Thoult find it long enough, beyond a doubt,
To welcome Death, a blessèd lenitive.
Tonight we give a ball: attend this rout;
Twill stir thy wits: thourt too contemplative.
In radiant revelry soon came the mermen all
And nymphs, and staring fishes, great and small.
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For ocean hummed with music through and through
And the shades were phosphor-sheened. Rejoice! Rejoice!
The dancers sang; the Princess chanted too,
Delighted; and that night she knew her voice
To be the loveliest and most flawless-true
Een heard on land or sea. Yet twas her choice
To steal away from all the vast applause,
Unto her garden, there from mirth to pause.

43
A bugle sounded through the far dark wave.
Ah, now, she moaned, he surely sails aloft;
He for whose warm, celestial love I crave;
He who could give me in two kisses soft
All joy in life, and all beyond the grave.
Lo! I will venture all for him! What oft
I feared, tonight Ill face. What other help?
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Thereat she gin to wind through groves of kelp,
Towards the abysmal deserts, where the flood
Spins fierce in spiral phantasies; which, crossed,
Led to a region of warm, bubbling mud,
With slimy weeds and greenery bemossed,
And serpent-polypi, that feed on blood,
And hug old rust, gaunt hulks and treasures lost.
Between their ever-groping arms the lithe girl shot,
A shuddering lightning; then sank safe - on what?

45
The witchs den! Around was filthy quag,
In whose soft mire slow-wallowed water slugs,
Large, fat, and white. There sat the fishy hag,
Beneath her hut of bones. About her dugs
Clung toads; while snakes, with lazy drag,
Wound round her arms, which she, with fulsome hugs,
Embraced and stroked, and fed from her own mouth.
This horror parched the maids full voice like drouth.
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I know, I know why thou art come, fair fool!
Wouldst rid thee of thy tail, and wear instead
Two props, according to the earth-folks rule;
All this that some young prince may love and wed
Thy beauty. So, too, shall ye overrule
High fate, which orders that our dead keep dead,
Not live for aye, as men do fable. Bah!
Hoo-hoo! Buy legs to steal thee wings! Ha-ha!
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So loud and so repulsive laughed the witch,
The very reptiles fell upon the ground,
And there lay wriggling. Then Im not so rich,
Quoth she, as to refuse a Princess crowned.
Have thy mad will. Ill charm a potion which,
Mark ye! shall give thee legs, straight, white, and sound,
But hurt it must as swords were probing ye.
Drink it at sunrise, sitting near the sea.
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All who behold thee in thy changèd state
Shall call thee fairest mortal, beautys queen.
Thine agile, floating elegance of gait
Thou shalt retain; no dancer ever seen
May move so light as thou. But wait, child, wait!
Each step ye take will cost ye pain as keen
As if ye trod on knives. An ye do choose
To bear these pangs, my magic I will use.
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I do, replied the mermaid; but she shook
As shake the weeds below the surface-storm.
Bethink ye well: thy fish-tail once forsook,
Ye cannot change again from human form,
Nor ever on thy fathers Palace look.
And should ye find your Prince not quite so warm,
And fail to win his love - such love that he
Break from his old delights to cleave to thee -
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Thou diest: the soul thou reachest after, missed;
Life thrown away. The day he weds his choice
Shall be thy last. Ocean shall be thy cist;
His solemn breast, spurned for a fickle boys,
Shall nurse thee; shrivelled into spumy mist!
And now, child, pay my dues. I want thy voice.
Needest its tones to charm him, little witch?
Nay, give thy best for this my ichor rich.
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But if thou take my voice, what have I left?
Thy buoyancy! Thy matchless mould! Thine eyes!
Come! Let me cut thy tongue, nor think it theft.
Take it!... O Prince!... O sweet immortal prize!
Pale as a faint moon in a stormy cleft
Was her drawn mouth, and wild as winds her sighs.
But from complaint she utterly forbore.
So yielded up her voice, and spake no more.
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Forthwith the sorceress brought forth her pot,
And having scoured it well with knotted snakes,
Dripped in from her own veins black bloody clot;
Then added poisons, bones, and weird mandrakes;
So that there roamed around the cauldron hot,
Fumes such as rise when rousèd Etna quakes.
Whilst the loud simmering of that mystic chyle
Droned like the wailings of a crocodile.
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These spells complete, the mermaid took the juice,
Which seemed as water from the purest fount,
Safe passed the polyps and the whirling sluice
(For the dread charm oer these was paramount).
Then, hovering oer her home, she strove to loose
Loves hindering thongs from round her heart. But Mount!
A stronger Love was crying, Fast to shore!
So, in great grief, she slowlygan to soar.
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While yet the sapphire night bedomed the world,
Aground, andneath the palace water stair,
Waiting the charmèd dawn, she lay upcurled.
In swoon she lay, and she was unaware
How, after break of day, the wavelets purled
About her feet, and licked her ankles bare.
But so it was: the potion of the seer
Had worked its work, and heaven was very near.

PART IV
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The pang that broke her sleep was quickly spent,
Quenched in a bliss, above all blisses sweet:
None other than the Prince above her bent!
Their earnest eyes like magnet-steels did meet.
She, dropping lids before his gaze intent,
First saw her marble shining limbs complete;
And joyed. But on the instant was amate,
For from her eyes no word could he translate.
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Much wondring why so rich a mouth were mute,
He gently led her towards the stately door.
Even as she foreknew, stabbings acute
Tortured her tread; which willingly she bore,
Although she looked to see the blood out-shoot.
But no stain lay upon the yellow shore.
Only the ribbèd sand was soft and sodden,
Molten to jelly, where her soles had trodden.
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Thus hand in hand with him her beauteous Prince,
Up the broad steps she flew, like wafted bubble.
- And never was she known to cry or wince,
For all the anguish of that secret trouble.
And then they dressed her, as before or since,
Few girls have been. For favour she had double
The other inmates of that courtly place.
And all the land made marvel at her face.
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The Prince soon found a name to call her by:
Philotis; which was linked on many a lip
With his name, Philo, in a tone full sly.
Greatly he loved to watch her deft feet trip.
For slaves would frisk, and swim, and sprawl and fly,
But tiptoe Lotis almost seemed to slip
Into the air and float upon her arms.
So more the realm was ravished by her charms.
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Those slaves would also sing, with mimic glee.
Ah, why should young Philotis fall so sad,
When Philo praised them? -Twas not jealousy!
But soon a heavier grief than this she had:
Though loved as any fair young child might be,
Though dear as many a lass to one same lad,
She was not the devotion of his life;
He never dreamed to take her as his wife.
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Long, long she feared to think it; yet twas plain;
And every day the certainty increased.
By night, new thoughts would steal upon her brain
Wild as the far-off cry of some strange beast.
And Philos sweetest laugh became her bane.
And though his merry kisses had not ceased,
She knew her mouth, that never might unclose,
Must seem a blighted bud, a scentless rose.
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And thus she let her colour fade away,
And languished for cool waters, like a flower.
The more so when her sisters left their play
To watch continually beneath her tower,
And nightly sing how sore was their dismay.
Once, she perceived the King, for one short hour,
And once the agèd Queen; but not anear.
They had not risen so for many a year.
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My Lotis, said Prince Philo, one soft eve,
My parents wish me married, as you know,
And bid me see their choice; but had I leave,
I would not think of this same Princess. No!
I love not an unknown. I had as lieve
Wed thee, Philotis, as commit me so.
For thou resemblest one I love full well,
Who saved my life: a heavenly damosel.
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When I was wrecked, and cast on foreign shore,
She succoured me; she saved me from the sea.
Twice saw I her; I shall not see her more.
But something of her beauty lives in thee.
Forgive me if too ardently I pore
Upon thy face; kind fate has sent thee me,
And thou hast driven her image from my heart.
Kiss me, Philotis; we must never part.
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So when he sailed away in gallant state,
To meet the daughter of a neighbouring king,
Lotis went with him. Then to her hed prate
Of calms and tempests; fishes; everything
The deep reveals where divers penetrate,
Supposing that she listened wondering.
And sooth she gazed into the waves full hard,
As if they were not dark to her regard.
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Both day and night her lonely watch she kept,
Leaning above the milky, glistening foam;
Whiles all men save the silent helmsman slept,
And once she thought she saw her ancient home.
And every dusk her sisters rose and wept,
And almost to her side the five upclomb.
By signs she told them she was happy still,
Beloved of men; and nowise treated ill.
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The ship reached port; and, in magnificence,
Prince Philo waited for his promised bride.
Days did he wait, in nervous indolence.
At last she came. The Princes eyes flashed wide
With sudden ecstasy; in voice drawn tense
By all the mighty joy of years untried,
And played upon by stroke of present passion,
He chanted (while Philotis lips grew ashen):
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Tis thou! Tis thou! Sans whom were I now dead!
And for a while he could nor think nor say,
But even as her little curly head
Was shut between his shoulders quite away,
So in her being, his soul was burièd,
And hidden from the glare of common day.
She was indeed the damsel of the sands!
Well, well may poor Philotis wring her hands!
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Why should I tell how fine the bridals were,
How many flaming heralds rode the streets,
Or what loud peals went rioting through the air,
Or how the towns were choked with wine and meats,
Since Lotis of these things was not aware?
Forlorn Philotis! Scalding chills and heats,
Visions wherein one face did ever melt,
And, with it, worlds, were all she saw and felt.
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Twas so, though still she danced as she was used,
Danced out and far beyond the reach of Art,
For she forgot her feet were sadly bruised.
Her Prince had said: You will rejoice, sweetheart,
So she forgot her soles were sore contused,
Because the sharper pain was at her heart.
Thus the great wedding day came, blazed, and passed,
And fell the night which was to be her last.
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It found her on his vessel, homeward bound.
Musicians, sailors, revellers, were withdrawn.
The sea was tranquil, heaving without sound.
Already, oer the east, wan chasms yawn.
The passing billows, weltering mound on mound,
Shone ghastly in the doleful light of dawn.
Then saw she how five mermaids rose all pale,
To save her, if their plan might aught avail.
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No more their lovely locks streamed out, wind-fanned.
We gave them to the witch, they said, for this,
And pressed a dagger in her loathful hand.
Strike deeply at his heart: it cannot miss.
So shalt thou conquer Fate, and Death withstand.
For when his blood shall sprinkle thee, we wis,
Thy feet shall close into a tail once more.
Thus all may be as it hath been before.
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So, shrilling, Haste! they sank. And night was spent.
Then she, approaching where the bridegroom slept,
Lifted the scarlet curtain of his tent.
The slumbering pair she saw, and to them crept.
So close they lay, their very curls were blent,
And both her hands beneath his cheek he kept.
Philotis, kneeling, stole her last embrace.
Then turned and watched the sky, a little space.
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She scanned the coming colour breathlessly,
Astwere some fateful cauldron, heaving slow.
And now the dull and heavy-clouded sky
Gave forth a steady and increasing glow,
As tarnished lead, that heat doth glorify,
A weird and ruddy brilliancy can throw.
Sudden, like bubble on hot metal seething,
Bulged the great sun. Then ceased Philotis breathing.
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Still stood she by the spoiler of her life,
Listning his dreamy murmurs. What she caught
Was ever one same word: Fair wife, sweet wife.
Ah, She, She only filled his heart and thought!
And Lotis fingers clutched the raisèd knife.
But ere the fountain of his blood it sought,
It hurtled back, and splashed along the wave,
And she had leapt into the sea: her grave.
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The sun passed flaming up his azure path,
And warmed the drift of froth that erst was flesh.
She felt the radiance, and as from a bath,
Uprist into the air, ethereal, fresh.
She had not feathers, as an angel hath,
Nor fairy wings of clear and gauzy mesh;
But yet slid upward, like a lifting mist,
And floated, cloudlike, though heavens amethyst.
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Around her, floated spirits fair as she.
No fear she felt of their so perfect form,
Nor of their tongues angelic melody,
Nor of the numbers of that rosy swarm.
They told her of their office and degree:
To heal the pestilence; to still the storm;
To fan the atmosphere of fiery regions;
Guide honey-bees, and pilot swallow legions.
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But what they whispered of her after-fate,
The years which this sweet work must see elapse,
Before her final, heavenly estate,
I have not learned. She worketh yet, perhaps;
This evenings sunset may illuminate;
Maybe your gardens tender buds she wraps;
Or breathed the scent into the rose you wear,
Or even now, is smiling by your chair.
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No more than this knows he that told her tale:
That, looking through the vapours under her,
She saw the ocean, and one lonely sail.
On board was weeping and unwonted stir.
Both Philo and his bride were very pale.
She heard his hushed, half-sobbing voice aver:
Woe! Woe! The child hath cast herself away!
And kissed them, gazing on the pearly spray.



THE TWO REFLECTIONS

I seldom look into thy brown eyes, child,
But I behold in them the deep, cool shade
Of summer woods. Hence always, if dismayed
To think how quickly Time hath us beguiled
Of those enchanted days, when forest-wild,
We roamed the copses, and so gaily played;
I feel about me yet the dusky glade,
And Junes late light through long lanes, beechen-aisled.
And in the glistening of thy fragrant hair
Sparkles the scented rain that glistened then.
But ah! I see, too, thou being otherwhere,
Thy shadowy eyes in every low-lit glen;
Thy locks in every sun-gilt shower, and there
In those sweet glooms, find sorrow unaware.



DEEP UNDER TURFY GRASS AND HEAVV CLAY

Deep under turfy grass and heavy clay
They laid her bruisèd body, and the child.
Poor victims of a swift mischance were they,
Adown Deaths trapdoor suddenly beguiled.
I, weeping not, as others, but heart-wild,
Affirmed to Heaven that even Loves fierce flame
Must fail beneath the chill of this cold shame.

So I rebelled, scorning and mocking such
As had the ignorant callousness to wed
On altar steps long frozen by the touch
Of stretcher after stretcher of our dead.
Loves blindness is too terrible, I said;
I will go counsel men, and show what bin
The harvest of their homes is gathered in.

But as I spoke, came many children nigh,
Hurrying lightly oer the village green;
Methought too lightly, for they came to spy
Into their playmates bed terrene.
They clustered round; some wondered what might mean
Rich-odoured flowers so whelmed in fetid earth;
While some Deaths riddle guessed ere that of Birth.

And there stood one Child with them, whose pale brows
Wore beauty like our mother Eves; whom seeing,
I could not choose but undo all my vows,
And cry that it were well that human Being
And Birth and Death should be, just for the freeing
Of one such face from Chaos murky womb,
For Hells reprieve is worth not this one bloom.



UNTO WHAT PINNACLES OF DESPERATE HEIGHTS

Unto what pinnacles of desperate heights
Do good men climb to seize their good!
What abnegation to all mortal joys,
What vast abstraction from the world is theirs!
O what insane abuses, desperate pangs,
Annihilations of the Self, soul-suicides,
They wreak upon themselves to purchase - GOD!
A God to guide through these poor temporal days
Their comings, goings, workings of the heart,
Obsess, indeed, their natures utterly;
Meanwhile preparing, as in recompense,
Mansions celestial for their timeless bliss.
And to what end this Holiness; this God
That arrogates their intellect and soul?
To none! Their offered lives are not so grand,
So active, or so sweet as many a ones
That is undedicate, being reason-swayed;
And their sole mission is to drag, entice
And push mankind to those same cloudy crags
Where they first breathed the madness-giving air
That made them feel as angels, that are less than men.



IMPROMPTU

I have none other thought of peace, but only Thee.
 By which I know thou art not of this world.

One time, the world contained great store of friends,
Mother and Brethren, Teachers, Holy Guides,

All tender to my foolishness; all dear to me;
But this last woe they would not understand.

I once had hopes of heaven, whereon I slept and smiled,
But a cold hand awoke me from that dream.

Only thy youth, fair child, thy beauty, joy, and youth,
Can give me all I want, heart-ease and rest.

Though thou art ignorant of what dark books may hold,
Or darker pages of real human life

Yet thou art not too young, too holy-innocent,
To pity one in pain for human sin.

O Girl, a sole tear, shining on thy cheek for me
More strengthens me than glittering angel-ranks;

Whose glory no eye sees; whose power is never felt,
Whose sinlessness supports no sinful head,

Whose wondrous music never eased a human ear.
 Surely, because they are not, after all.

Ah, well-a-day; seeing my Heavens empty now,
I would the world were void of all but thee.

Oh, now, unless my face hath set too granite-hard
And hurt thy tender hands to stroke it oer,

Unless the fires that ever rage behind my eyes,
Hot-sear thy lips in pressing kisses there,

I crave thee, place thy two soft hands upon my cheeks,
So shall long-treasured tears be loosed at last.

Open thy infinite-vast eyes on me -
So shall my life melt out into their depth.

And I shall die away content, without regret;
Content to lose my sense of all for aye,

Simply to live within the memory of thy mind;
And when thy memory fail, to surcease, too.

Who would not part with life if he could surely know
It might lie casketed in such a head?


SONNET/DAILY I MUSE ON HER

Daily I muse on her; I muse and fret;
And take her little face between each hand;
But spare her - even imagined - kisses yet.
It is because, when first that face I scanned,
It wakened doubts I may no more forget,
And curious dreads I cannot understand.
They reach beyond the fears fond lovers pet,
That faith may change ere death; for they demand:
What of her after Death? Shall we persist?
Will Death be merciful and keep her whole?
In wonderment at this, I have not kissed;
And even now methought a whisper stole:
Hast thou so learned Loves Law, and yet not wist
Her Beauty lives not? How, then, can her Soul?



BUT IT IS NOT ENOUGH TO LOOK UPON A ROLLING MAIN

But it is not enough to look upon a rolling main,
Forget, or half-forget, and look again,
And so for ever.

And it is not enough for me to view a fair campaign,
Forget, or half-forget, and view again,
And so for ever.

And it is not enough to gaze upon a nebule-streak,
Forget, or half-forget, and gaze again,
And so for ever.

And it is not enough to pore upon a womans cheek,
Forget, or half-forget, and pore again,
And so for ever.

But more I do not; neither hope to do. My life is vain.
And I must languish till these memories wane,
And sleep for ever.


URICONIUM

It lieth low near merry Englands heart
Like a long-buried sin; and Englishmen
Forget that in its death their sires had part.
And, like a sin, Time lays it bare again
To tell of races wronged,
And ancient glories suddenly overcast,
And treasures flung to fire and rabble wrath.
If thou hast ever longed
To lift the gloomy curtain of Time Past,
And spy the secret things that Hades hath,
Here through this riven ground take such a view.
The dust, that fell unnoted as a dew,
Wrapped the dead citys face like mummy-cloth:
All is as was: except for worm and moth.

Since Jove was worshipped under Wrekins shade
Or Latin phrase was writ in Shropshire stone,
Since Druid chaunts desponded in this glade
Or Tuscan general called that field his own,
How long ago? How long?
How long since wanderers in the Stretton Hills
Met men of shaggy hair and savage jaw,
With flint and copper prong,
Aiming behind their dikes and thorny grilles?
Ah! those were days before the axe and saw,
Then were the nights when this mid-forest town
Held breath to hear the wolves come yelping down,
And ponderous bears long Severn lifted paw,
And nuzzling boars ran grunting through the shaw.

Ah me! full fifteen hundred times the wheat
Hath risen, and bowed, and fallen to human hunger
Since those imperial days were made complete.
The weary moon hath waxen old and younger
These eighteen thousand times
Without a shrine to greet her gentle ray.
And other temples rose; to Power and Pelf,
And chimed centurial chimes
Until their very bells are worn away.
While King by King lay cold on vaulted shelf
And wars closed wars, and many a Marmion fell,
And dearths and plagues holp sire and son to hell;
And old age stiffened many a lively elf
And many a poets heart outdrained itself.

I had forgot that so remote an age
Beyond the horizon of our little sight,
Is far from us by no more spanless gauge
Than day and night, succeeding day and night,
Until I looked on Thee,
Thou ghost of a dead city, or its husk!
But even as we could walk by field and hedge
Hence to the distant sea
So, by the rote of common dawn and dusk,
We travel back to historys utmost edge.
Yea, when through thy old streets I took my way,
And recked a thousand years as yesterday,
Methought sage fancy wrought a sacrilege
To steal for me such godly privilege!

For here lie remnants from a banquet table -
Oysters and marrow-bones, and seeds of grape -
The statement of whose age must sound a fable;
And Samian jars, whose sheen and flawless shape
Look fresh from potters mould.
Plasters with Roman finger-marks impressed;
Bracelets that from the warm Italian arm
Might seem to be scarce cold;
And spears - the same that pushed the Cymry west-
Unblunted yet; with tools of forge and farm
Abandoned, as a man in sudden fear
Drops what he holds to help his swift career:
For sudden was Romes flight, and wild the alarm.
The Saxon shock was like Vesuvius qualm.

O ye who prate of modern art and craft .
Mark well that Gaulish brooch, and test that screw!
Arts fairest buds on antique stem are graft.
Under the sun is nothing wholly new!
At Viricon today
The village anvil rests on Roman base
And in a garden, may be seen a bower
With pillars for its stay
That anciently in basilic had place.
The churchs font is but a pagan dower:
A Temples column, hollowed into this.
So is the glory of our artifice,
Our pleasure and our worship, but the flower
Of Roman custom and of Roman power.

O ye who laugh and, living as if Time
Meant but the twelve hours ticking round your dial,
Find it too short for thee, watch the sublime,
Slow, epochal time-registers awhile,
Which are Antiquities.
O ye who weep and call all your life too long
And moan: Was ever sorrow like to mine?
Muse on the memories
That sad sepulchral stones and ruins prolong.
Here might men drink of wonder like strong wine
And feel ephemeral troubles soothed and curbed.
Yet farmers, wroth to have their laws disturbed,
Are sooner roused for little loss to pine
Than we are moved by mighty woes long syne.

Above this reverend ground, what traveller checks?
Yet cities such as these one time would breed
Apocalyptic visions of world-wrecks.
Let Saxon men return to them, and heed!
They slew and burnt,
But after, prized what Rome had given away
Out of her strength and her prosperity.
Have they yet learnt
The precious truth distilled from Romes decay?
Ruins! On Englands heart press heavily!
For Rome hath left us more than walls and words
And better yet shall leave; and more than herds
Or land or gold gave the Celts to us in fee;
Een Blood, which makes poets sing and prophets see.


WHEN LATE I VIEWED THE GARDENS OF RICH MEN

When late I viewed the gardens of rich men,
Where throve my darling blossoms plenteously,
With others whose rare glories dazed my ken,
I  was not teased with envious misery.
Enough for me to see and recognize;
Then bear away sweet names upon my tongue,
Scents in my breath, and colours in my eyes.
Their owners watch them die: I keep them young.

But when more spacious pleasances I trod,
And saw their thousand buds, but might not kiss
Though loving like a lover, sire, and God,
Sad was the yearning of my avarice.
The rich man gives his parting guest one bloom,
But God hath vouchsafed my meek longing - whom?



LONG AGES PAST IN EGYPT THOU WERT WORSHIPPED

Long ages past in Egypt thou wert worshipped
And thou wert wrought from ivory and beryl.
They brought thee jewels and they brought their slain,
Thy feet were dark with blood of sacrifice.
From dawn to midnight, O my painted idol,
Thou satest smiling, and the noise of killing
Was harp and timbrel in thy pale jade ears;
The livid dead were given thee for toys.

Thou wert a mad slave in a Persian palace,
And the King loved thee for thy furious beauty,
And all men heard thy ravings with a smile
Because thy face was fairer than a flower.
But with a little knife so wantonly
Thou slewest women and thy pining lovers,
And on thy lips the stain of crimson blood,
And on thy brow the pallor of their death.

Thou art the dream beheld by frenzied princes
In smoke of opium. Thou art the last fulfilment
Of all the wicked, and of all the beautiful.
We hold thee as a poppy to our mouths,
Finding with thee forgetfulness of God.
Thou art the face reflected in a mirror
Of wild desire, of pain, of bitter pleasure.
The witches shout thy name beneath the moon,
The fires of Hell have held thee in their fangs.



O WORLD OF MANY WORLDS, O LIFE OF LIVES

O World of many worlds, O life of lives,
What centre hast thou? Where am I?
O whither is it thy fierce onrush drives?
Fight I, or drift; or stand; or fly?

The loud machinery spins, points work in touch;
Wheels whirl in systems, zone in zone.
Myself having sometime moved with such,
Would strike a centre of mine own.

Lend hand, O Fate, for I am down, am lost!
Fainting by violence of the Dance…
Ah thanks, I stand - the floor is crossed,
And I am where but few advance.

I see men far below me where they swarm…
(Haply above me - be it so!
Does space to compass-points conform,
And can we say a star stands high or low?)

Not more complex the millions of the stars
Than are the hearts of mortal brothers;
As far remote as Neptune from small Mars
Is one mans nature from anothers.

But all hold course unalterably fixed;
They follow destinies foreplanned:
I envy not these lives in their faith unmixed,
I would not step with such a band.

To be a meteor, fast, eccentric, lone,
Lawless; in passage through all spheres,
Warning the earth of wider ways unknown
And rousing men with heavenly fears…

This is the track reserved for my endeavour;
Spanless the erring way I wend.
Blackness of darkness is my meed for ever?
And barren plunging without end?

O glorious fear! Those other wandering souls
High burning through that outer bourne
Are lights unto themselves. Fair aureoles
Self-radiated these are worn.

And when in after times those stars return
And strike once more earths horizon,
They gather many satellites astern,
For they are greater than this systems Sun.




THE TIME WAS AEON; AND THE PLACE ALL EARTH

The time was aeon; and the place all earth.  
The spectacle I saw was not a dream,
But true resumption of experienced things.
The scene meseemed one vast deformity,
Made lovely by pervasion of a spirit.
For as the morning sunshine sanctifies
Even the ordure of a sordid town,
So all this wreck was glamoured by some charm
A mystery of music. For, a Presence there
Created low, rich music, endlessly.
The Place was called the World, and lo! the name
Of him, the unapparent spirit, was
An evil Angels; and I learnt the name
Of that strange, regnant Presence as the Flesh.
It bore the naked likeness of a boy
Flawlessly moulded, fine exceedingly,
Beautiful unsurpassably - so much
More portraiture were fond futility
For even thought is not long possible,
Becoming too soon passion: and meseemed
His outline changed, from beauty unto beauty,
As change the contours of slim, sleeping clouds.
His skin, too, glowed, pale scarlet like the clouds
Lit from the eastern underworld; which thing
Bewondered me the more. But I remember
The statue of his body standing so
Against the huge disorder of the place
Resembled a strong music; and it triumphed
Even as the trend of one clear perfect air
Across confusion of a thousand chords.
Then watched I how there ran towards that way
A multitude of railers, hot with hate,
And maddened by the voice of a small Jew
Who cried with a loud voice, saying Away!
Away with him! and Crucify him! Him,
With the affections and the lusts thereof.



NOCTURNE

Now, as the warm approach of honied slumber blurs my sense,
Before I yield me to thenchantment of my bed,
God rest all souls in toil and turbulence,
All men a-weary seeking bread;
God rest them all tonight!
Let sleep expunge
The days monotonous vistas from their sight;
And let them plunge
Deep down the dusky firmament of reverie
And drowse of dreams with me.

Ah! I should drowse away the night most peacefully
But that there toil too many bodies unreposed
Who fain would fall on lethargy;
Too many leaden eyes unclosed;
And aching hands amove
Interminably,
Beneath the light that night will not remove;
Too many brains that rave in dust and steam!
They rave, but cannot dream!



IMPROMPTU: NOW, LET ME FEEL

Now, let me feel the feeling of thy hand -
For it is softer than the breasts of girls,
And warmer than the pillows of their cheeks,
And richer than the fullness of their eyes,
And stronger than the ardour of their hearts.

Its shape is subder than a dancers limbs;
Its skin is coloured like the twilight Alp;
And odoured like the pale, night-scented flowers,
And fresh with early love, as earth with dawn.

Yield me thy hand a little while, fair love;
That I may feel it; and so feel thy life,
And kiss across it, as the sea the sand,
And love it, with the love of Sun for Earth.

Ah! let me look a long while in thine eyes,
For they are deeper than the depths of thought,
And clearer than the ether after rain,
And suaver than the moving of the moon,
And vaster than the void of all desire.

Child, let me fully see and know those eyes!
Their fire is like the wrath of shaken rubies;
Their shade is like the peaceful forest-heart.

They hold me as the great star holds the less.
I see them as the lights beyond this life.
They reach me by a sense not found in man,
And bless me with a bliss unguessed of God.


A PALINODE

Some little while ago, I had a mood
When what we know as Nature seemed to me
So sympathetic, ample, sweet, and good
That I preferred it to Society.

Not for a season, be it understood,
But altogether and perpetually.
As far as feeling went, I thought I could
Be quit of men, live independently.

For men and minds, heart-humours and hearts-tease
Disturbed without exciting: whereas woods,
The seasonal changes, and the chanting seas
Were both soul-rousing and sense-lulling. Moods,

Such moods prolonged, became a mania.
I found the stark stretch of a bleak-blown moor
Least barren of all places. Mere extranea
Seemed populace and town: things to ignore.

But if the sovereign sun I might behold
With condescension coming down benign,
And blessing all the field and air with gold,
Then the contentment of the world was mine.

In secret deserts where the night was nude
And each excited star grew ardent-eyed,
I tasted more than this lifes plenitude,
And far as farthest stars perceive, I spied.

Once, when the whiteness of the spectral moon
Had terrorized the creatures of the wold,
When that long staring of the glazed-eyed
Had stupefied the land and made it cold,

I fell seduced into a madness; for,
Forgetting in that night the life of days,
I said I had no need of fellows more,
I madly hated men and all their ways.
I  hated, feeling hated; I supposed
That others did not need me any more.
The book of human knowledge I then closed;
Passion, art, science? Trifles to ignore.

But in my error, men ignored not me,
And did not let me in my moonbeams bask.
And I took antidotes; though what they be
Unless yourself be poisoned, do not ask.

For I am overdosed. The City now
Holds all my passion; these my soul most feels:
Crowds surging; racket of traffic; market row;
Bridges, sonorous under rapid wheels;

Pacific lamentations of a bell;
The smoking of the old men at their doors;
All attitudes of children; the farewell
And casting-off of ships for far-off shores.


IT WAS A NAVV BOY, SO PRIM, SO TRIM

It was a navy boy, so prim, so trim,
That boarded my compartment of the train.
I shared my cigarettes and books to him.
He shared his heart to me. (Who knows my gain!)

(His head was golden like the oranges
That catch their brightness from Las Palmas sun.)
O whence and whither bound, lad?
Home, he says,
Home, from Hong Kong, sir, and a ten months run.

(His blouse was all as blue as morning sea,
His face was fresh like dawn above that blue.)
I got one letter, sir, just one, says he,
And no shore-leave out there, sir, for the crew.

(His look was noble as a good ships prow
And all of him was clean as pure east wind.)
I am no sir, I said, but tell me now
What carried you? Not tea, nor tamarind?

Strong were his silken muscles hiddenly
As under currents where the waters smile.
Nitre we carried. By next week maybe
That should be winning France another mile.

His words were shapely, even as his lips,
And courtesy he used like any lord.
Was it through books that you first thought of ships?
Reading a book, sir, made me go aboard.

Another hour and Ill be home, he said.
(His eyes were happy even as his heart.)
Twenty-five pounds Im taking home, he said,
Its five miles there; and I shall run, best part.

And as we talked, some things he said to me
Not knowing, cleansed me of a cowardice,
As I had braced me in the dangerous sea.
Yet I should scarce have told it but for this.

Those pounds, I said. Youll put some twenty by?
All for my mother, sir. And turned his head.
Why all? I asked, in pain that he should sigh:
Because I must. She needs it most, he said.



WHEREAS MOST WOMEN LIVE THIS DIFFICULT LIFE

Whereas most women live this difficult life  
Merely in order not to die the death
And take experience as they take their breath,
Accepting backyards, travail, crusts, all naïf;
And nothing greatly love, and nothing loathe -
Others there are who seemingly forget
That men build walls to shelter from the wet,
For sustenance take meals, for comfort clothe.

These must embellish every act with grace;
These eat for savours; dress to show their lace;
Suppose the earth for gardens; hands for nard.
Now which you hold as higher than the other
Depends, in fine, on whether you regard
The poetess as nobler than the Mother.



A NEW HEAVEN

Seeing we never found gay fairyland
(Though still we crouched by bluebells moon by moon)
And missed the tide of Lethe; yet are soon
For that new bridge that leaves old Styx half-spanned;
Nor ever unto Mecca caravanned;
Nor bugled Asgard, skilled in magic rune;
Nor yearned for far Nirvana, the sweet swoon,
And from high Paradise are cursed and banned;

-Lets die home, ferry across the Channel! Thus
Shall we live gods there. Death shall be no sevrance.
Weary cathedrals light new shrines for us.
To us, rough knees of boys shall ache with revrence.
Are not girls breasts a clear, strong Acropole?
-There our oun mothers tears shall heal us whole.




THE STORM

His face was charged with beauty as a cloud
With glimmering lightning. When it shadowed me
I shook, and was uneasy as a tree
That draws the brilliant danger, tremulous, bowed.

So must I tempt that face to loose its lightning.
Great gods, whose beauty is death, will laugh above,
Who made his beauty lovelier than love.
I shall be bright with their unearthly brightening.

And happier were it if my sap consume;
Glorious will shine the opening of my heart;
The land shall freshen that was under gloom;
What matter if all men cry aloud and start,
And women hide bleak faces in their shawl,
At those hilarious thunders of my fall?




TO THE BITTER SWEET-HEART:

A DREAM

One evening Eros took me by the hand,
And having folded feathers round my head,
Or sleep like feathers, towards a far hope sped,
I groping, for he bade me understand
He would soon fill with Yours my other hand -
But when I heard his singing wings expand
My face fell deeply in his shoulder.
Sweet moons we flew thus, yet I waned not older
But in his exquisiteness I flagged, unmanned
Till, when his wings were drooping to an end
Feeling my empty hand fulfilled with His,
I knew Love gave himself my passion-friend.
So my old quest of you requited is,
Ampler than eer I asked of your girls grace.
I shall not ask you more, nor see your face.



ROUNDEL

In Shrewsbury Town een Hercules wox tired,
Tired of the streets that end not up nor down;
Tired of the Quarry, though seats may be hired
Of Shrewsbury Town.

Tired of the tongues that knew not his renown;
Tired of the Quarry Bye-Laws, so admired
By the Salopian, the somnambulant clown.

Weak as a babe, and in like wise attired,
He leaned upon his club; frowned a last frown,
And of ineffable boredom, so expired
In Shrewsbury Town.



HOW DO I LOVE THEE?

I cannot woo thee as the lion his mate,
With proud parade and fierce prestige of presence;
Nor thy fleet fancy may I captivate
With pastoral attitudes in flowery pleasance;
Nor will I kneeling court thee with sedate
And comfortable plans of husbandhood;
Nor file before thee as a candidate....
I cannot woo thee as a lover would.

To wrest thy hand from rivals, iron-gloved,
Or cheat them by a craft, I am not clever.
But I do love thee even as Shakespeare loved,
Most gently wild, and desperately for ever,
Full-hearted, grave, and manfully in vain,
With thought, high pain, and ever vaster pain.



THE FATES

They watch me, those informers to the Fates
Called Fortune, Chance, Necessity, and Death;
Time, in disguise as one who serves and waits,
Eternity as girls of fragrant breath.
I know them. Men and Boys are in their pay,
And those I hold my trustiest friends may prove
Agents of Theirs to take me if I stray
From fatal ordinance. If I move, they move -

Escape? There is one unwatched way; your eyes,
O Beauty! Keep me good that secret gate!
And when the cordon tightens of the spies
Let the close iris of your eyes grow great.
So Ill evade the vice and rack of age
And miss the march of lifetime, stage by stage.



HAPPINESS

Ever again to breathe pure happiness,
So happy that we gave away our toy?
We smiled at nothings, needing no caress?
Have we not laughed too often since with Joy?
Have we not stolen too strange and sorrowful wrongs
For her hands pardoning? The sun may cleanse,
And time, and starlight. Life will sing great songs,
And gods will show us pleasures more than mens.

Yet heaven looks smaller than the old dolls-home,
No nestling place is left in bluebell bloom,
And the wide arms of trees have lost their scope.
The former happiness is unreturning:
Boys griefs are not so grievous as our yearning,
Boys have no sadness sadder than our hope.




SONG OF SONGS

Sing me at morn but only with your laugh;
Even as Spring that laugheth into leaf;
Even as Love that laugheth after Life.

Sing me but only with your speech all day,
As voluble leaflets do; let viols die;
The least word of your lips is melody!

Sing me at eve but only your sigh!
Like lifting seas it solaceth; breathe so,
Slowly and low, the sense that no songs say.

Sing me at midnight with your murmurous heart!
Let youths immortal-moaning chord be heard
Throbbing through you, and sobbing, unsubdued.




HAS YOUR SOUL SIPPED

Has your soul sipped
Of the sweetness of all sweets?
Has it well supped
But yet hungers and sweats?

I have been witness
Of a strange sweetness,
All fancy surpassing
Past all supposing.

Passing the rays
Of the rubies of morning,
Or the soft rise
Of the moon; or the meaning
Known to the rose
Of her mystery and mourning.

Sweeter than nocturnes
Of the wild nightingale
Or than loves nectar
After lifes gall.

Sweeter than odours
Of living leaves,
Sweeter than ardours
Of dying loves.

Sweeter than death
And dreams hereafter
To one in dearth
Or life and its laughter.

Or the proud wound
The victor wears
Or the last end
Of all wars.

Or the sweet murder
After long guard
Unto the martyr
Smiling at God;

To me was that smile,
Faint as a wan, worn myth,
Faint and exceeding small,
On a boys murdered mouth.

Though from his throat
The life-tide leaps
There was no threat
On his lips.

But with the bitter blood
And the death-smell
All his lifes sweetness bled
Into a smile.




THE SWIFT

AN ODE

When the blue has broken
Through the pearly heat
And the grass is woken
By our early feet,
Oh, then to be the Lark! - With all his fun
To pelt my mate with gayest kisses,
And mount to laugh away those blisses
In shaking merriment unto the sun!

When the dark is listening
And the leaves hang still,
While the glow-worms, glistening,
Make the keen stars thrill,
Would I might mourn to one lorn Nightingale
And be the solace of her solitude,
Speaking my doles all clear and unsubdued
And audible to her, the Nightingale.

But when eve shines lowly,
And the light is thinned,
And the moon slides slowly
Down the far-off wind,
Oh, then to be of all the birds the Swift!
To flit through ether, with elves winging,
Drawn up western fires, in frenzy singing,
Along the breeze to lean and poise and drift!

Fine thou art and agile,
O thou perfect bird,
As an arrow fragile
By an Eros whirred;
And like a cross-bow in a Cupids grasp
Thy wings are ever stretched, for striking ready;
And like young Love thourt frantic and unsteady,
And sure as his thine aim, and keen as Loves thy gasp.

Strung in tautest tension
By the lust of speed,
And the mad contention
Of insatiate greed,
Thou suckst away the intoxicating air,
Trailing a wake of song in trilling bubbles,
Till distance drowns thee. Then thy light wing doubles,
And thou art back, - nay vanished now, Oh where?

Down in sharp declension,
Grazing the low pool;
Up in steep ascension
Where the clouds blow cool;
And there thou sleepest all the luminous night,
Aloft this hurry and this hunger,
Floating with years that knew thee younger,
Without this nest to feed, this death to fight.

Airily sweeping and swinging,
Quivering unstable,
Like a dark butterfly clinging
To the roof-gable,
Art thou not tired of this unceasing round?
Longst not for rest in mead or bower?
Must lose, as spirits lose, the power
To soar again if once thou come to ground?

Waywardly sliding and slinging,
Speed never slacking,
Easily, recklessly flinging,
Twinkling and tacking;
Oh, how we envy thee thy lovely swerves!
How covet we thy slim wings beauty,
Nor guess what stress of need and duty
So bent thy frame to those slim faultless curves.

Dazzlingly swooping and plunging
Into the nest to peep,
Dangerously leaping and lunging -
Hark! how the younglings cheep!

O  Swift! If thou art master of the air
Who taught thee! Not the joy of flying
But of thy brood: their throttles crying
Stung thee to skill whereof men yet despair!

Desperately driving and dashing,
Hissing and shrieking,
Breathlessly hurtling and lashing,
Seeking and seeking,
What knowest thou of grace or dance or song?
Thy cry that ringeth like a lyric,
Is it indeed of joy, a panegyric?
No ecstasy is this. By loves pain it rings strong.

O  that I might make me
Pinions like to thine,
Feathers that would take me
Whither I incline!
Yet more thy spirits tirelessness I crave;
Yet more thy joyous fierce endurance.
If my soul flew with thy assurance,
What fields, what skies to scour! What seas to brave!



INSPECTION

You! What dyou mean by this? I rapped.
You dare come on parade like this?
Please, sir, its- Old yer mouth, the sergeant snapped.
I takes is name, sir?-Please, and then dismiss.

Some days confined to camp he got,
For being dirty on parade.
He told me, afterwards, the damnèd spot
Was blood, his own. Well, blood is dirt, I said.

Bloods dirt, he laughed, looking away,
Far off to where his wound had bled
And almost merged for ever into clay.
The world is washing out its stains, he said.
It doesnt like our cheeks so red:
Young bloods its great objection.
But when were duly white-washed, being dead,
The race will bear Field-Marshal Gods inspection.




WITH AN IDENTITY DISC

If ever I dreamed of my dead name
High in the heart of London, unsurpassed
By Time for ever, and the Fugitive, Fame,
There seeking a long sanctuary at last,

I better that; and recollect with shame
How once I longed to hide it from lifes heats
Under those holy cypresses, the same
That shade always the quiet place of Keats,

Now rather thank I God there is no risk
Of gravers scoring it with florid screed,
But let my death be memoried on this disc.
Wear it, sweet friend. Inscribe no date nor deed.
But may thy heart-beat kiss it night and day,
Until the name grow vague and wear away.




THE PROMISERS

When I awoke, the glancing day looked gay;
The air said: Fare you fleetly; you will meet him!
And when the prosprous sun was well begun,
I heard a bird say: Sweetly you shall greet him!

The sun fell strong and bold upon my shoulder;
It hung, it clung as it were my friends arm.
The birds fifed on before, shrill-piping pipers,
Right down to town; and there they ceased to charm.

And there I wandered till the noon came soon,
And chimed: The time is hastening with his face!
Sly twilight said: I bring him; wait till late!
But darkness harked forlorn to my lone pace.


MUSIC

I have been urged by earnest violins
And drunk their mellow sorrows to the slake
Of all my sorrows and my thirsting sins.
My heart has beaten for a brave drums sake.
Huge chords have wrought me mighty: I have hurled
Thuds of gods thunder. And with old winds pondered
Over the curse of this chaotic world,-
With low lost winds that maundered as they wandered.

I have been gay with trivial fifes that laugh;
And songs more sweet than possible things are sweet;
And gongs, and oboes. Yet I guessed not half
Lifes symphony till I had made hearts beat,
And touched Loves body into trembling cries,
And blown my loves lips into laughs and sighs.




ANTHEM FOR DOOMED YOUTH

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.
No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;
Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,
The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;
And bugles calling for them from sad shires.
What candles may be held to speed them all?
Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes
Shall shine the holy glimmers of good-byes.
The pallor of girls brows shall be their pall;
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.




WINTER SONG

The browns, the olives, and the yellows died,
And were swept up to heaven; where they glowed
Each dawn and set of sun till Christmastide,
And when the land lay pale for them, pale-snowed,
Fell back, and down the snow-drifts flamed and flowed.

From off your face, into the winds of winter,
The sun-brown and the summer-gold are blowing;
But they shall gleam with spiritual glinter,
When paler beauty on your brows falls snowing,
And through those snows my looks shall be soft-going.




SIX OCLOCK IN PRINCES STREET

In twos and threes, they have not far to roam,
Crowds that thread eastward, gay of eyes;
Those seek no further than their quiet home,
Wives, walking westward, slow and wise.

Neither should I go fooling over clouds,
Following gleams unsafe, untrue,
And tiring after beauty through star-crowds,
Dared I go side by side with you;

Or be you in the gutter where you stand,
Pale rain-flawed phantom of the place,
With news of all the nations in your hand,
And all their sorrows in your face.




THE ONE REMAINS

I sometimes think of those pale, perfect faces
My wonder has not looked upon, as yet;
And of those others never to be met;
And often pore I on the secret traces
Left in my heart, of countenances seen,
And lost as soon as seen, - but which mine eye
Remembers as my old home, or the lie
Of landscapes whereupon my windows lean.

And as for those long known and worshipped long,
But now, alas! no longer, and the song
Of voices that have said Adieu, we part,
Their reminiscences would cease my heart,
Except I still hoped find, some time, some place,
All beauty, once for ever, in one face.


THE SLEEPING BEAUTY

Sojourning through a southern realm in youth,
I came upon a house by happy chance
Where bode a marvellous Beauty. There, romance
Flew faerily until I lit on truth -
For lo! the fair Child slumbered. Though, forsooth,
She lay not blanketed in drowsy trance,
But leapt alert of limb and keen of glance,
From sun to shower; from gaiety to ruth;
Yet breathed her loveliness asleep in her:
For, when I kissed, her eyelids knew no stir.
So back I drew tiptoe from that Princess,
Because it was too soon, and not my part,
To start voluptuous pulses in her heart,
And kiss her to the world of Consciousness.



THE CITY LIGHTS ALONG THE WATERSIDE

The city lights along the waterside
Kindled serene as blessèd candleshine.
The fires of western heaven, far and wide,
Rose like the reredos of a mighty shrine.
Slow swung the odorous trees from side to side,
Like censers, twining twilight mist for fume;
And on the mountain, that high altar-tomb,
The sun stood full of wine, blood-sanctified.

Soft, soft as angels mounting starry stairs
The smoke upclomb to space; the while a wind
Sung like an organ voicing many prayers.
I, sliding beads, mine errors to rescind,
Of slowly slipping tears, heard God, who cares,
Ineffable God, give pardon that I sinned.



AUTUMNAL

If it be very strange and sorrowful
To scent the first night-frost in autumntide;
If on the moaning eve when Summer died
Men shuddered, awed to hear her burial;
And if the dissolution of one rose
(Whereof the future holds unnumbered store)
Engender human tears, - ah! how much more
Sorrows and suffers he whose sense foreknows
The weakening and the withering of a love,
The dying of a love that had been dear!
Who feels upon a hand, but late love-warm,
A hardness of indifference, like a glove;
And in the dead calm of a voice may hear
The menace of a drear and mighty storm.



THE UNRETURNING

Suddenly night crushed out the day and hurled
Her remnants over cloud-peaks, thunder-walled.
Then fell a stillness such as harks appalled
When far-gone dead return upon the world.

There watched I for the Dead; but no ghost woke.
Each one whom Life exiled I named and called.
But they were all too far, or dumbed, or thralled,
And never one fared back to me or spoke.

Then peered the indefinite unshapen dawn
With vacant gloaming, sad as half-lit minds,
The weak-limned hour when sick mens sighs are drained.
And while I wondered on their being withdrawn,
Gagged by the smothering Wing which none unbinds,
I dreaded even a heaven with doors so chained.




PERVERSITY

We all love more the Passed and the To Be
Than actual time, and far things more than near.
Perverse we all are somehow; calling dear
Rather the rare than fair. But as for me,
How singular and sad that I should see
More loveliness in Grecian marbles clear
Than modern flesh, to beauty insincere;
Less glory in a man than any tree.

I  fall in love with children, elfin fair;
Portraits; dark ladies in dark tales antique;
Or instantaneous faces passed in streets.
I  know the dim old gods that never were,
Better than men. One friend I love unique,
But now, thou canst not dream I love thee, Keats!



MAUNDY THURSDAY

Between the brown hands of a server-lad
The silver cross was offered to be kissed.
The men came up, lugubrious, but not sad,
And knelt reluctantly, half-prejudiced.
(And kissing, kissed the emblem of a creed.)
Then mourning women knelt; meek mouths they had,
(And kissed the Body of the Christ indeed.)
Young children came, with eager lips and glad.
(These kissed a silver doll, immensely bright.)
Then I, too, knelt before that acolyte.
Above the crucifix I bent my head:
The Christ was thin, and cold, and very dead:
And yet I bowed, yea, kissed - my lips did cling.
(I kissed the warm live hand that held the thing.)




THE PERIL OF LOVE

As men who call on spirits get response
And woo successfully the coy Unseen,
Deeming the thing amusement for the nonce,
But later, when dark spirits intervene
Uncalled, perceive how an invading mind,
Not to be shaken off, compels them serve
Mad promptings; poisons love of life and kind;
Drains force; clogs brain; and flusters nerve:

So I, lightly addressing me to love,
Have found too late loves grave significance.
A fierce infatuation, far above
The zeal for fame or fortune, like a trance,
Exhausts my faculties. I am a prey
Of impulse, the marasmus of decay.



THE POET IN PAIN

Some men sing songs of Pain and scarcely guess
Their import, for they never knew her stress.
And there be other souls that ever lie
Begnawed by seven devils, silent. Aye,
Whose hearts have wept out blood, who not once spake
Of tears. If therefore my remorseless ache
Be needful to proof-test upon my flesh
The thoughts I think, and in words bleeding-fresh
Teach me for speechless sufferers to plain,
I  would not quench it. Rather be my part
To write of health with shaking hands, bone-pale,
Of pleasure, having hell in every vein,
Than chant of care from out a careless heart,
To music of the worlds eternal wail.



WHITHER IS PASSED THE SOFTLY-VANISHED DAY?

Whither is passed the softly-vanished day?
It is not lost by seeming spent for aye.
For as no bar of incense fumeth out
But leaveth finer perfume all about,
So the sweet hours, though fast they waste away,
In mild Monetas shrine like odours stray,
And steal on us as, entering there, devout,
We shut the door upon the world without.

And likewise, too, the souls of men are freed.
Sweet lives in their consuming sweeter grow,
And larger, and more wholly earth-released.
Not prayer, unfired and faint, the high gods heed,
But the spent essence of a life aglow
Perfumeth heaven with fragrance unsurceased.



ON MY SONGS

Though unseen Poets, many and many a time,
Have answered me as if they knew my woe,
And it might seem have fashioned so their rime
To be my own souls cry; easing the flow
Of my dumb tears with language sweet as sobs,
Yet are there days when all these hoards of thought
Hold nothing for me. Not one verse that throbs
Throbs with my heart, or as my brain is fraught.
Tis then I voice mine own weird reveries:
Low croonings of a motherless child, in gloom
Singing his frightened self to sleep, are these.
One night, if thou shouldst lie in this Sick Room,
Dreading the Dark thou darest not illume,
Listen; my voice may haply lend thee ease.




TO  

Three rompers run together, hand in hand.
The middle boy stops short, the others hurtle:
What bumps, what shrieks, what laughter turning turtle.
Love, racing between us two, has planned
A sudden mischief: shortly he will stand
And we shall shock. We cannot help but fall;
What matter? Why, it will not hurt at all,
Our youth is supple, and the world is sand.

Better our lips should bruise our eyes, than He,
Rude Love, out-run our breath; you pant, and I,
I  cannot run much farther, mind that we
Both laugh with Love; and having tumbled, try
To go forever children, hand in hand.
The sea is rising... and the world is sand.



TO EROS

In that I loved you, Love, I worshipped you;
In that I worshipped well, I sacrificed.
All of most worth I bound and burnt and slew:
The innocent small things, fair friends and Christ.

I slew all falser loves, I slew all true,
For truth is the prime lie men tell a boy.
Glory I cast away, as bridegrooms do
Their splendid garments in their haste of joy.

But when I fell and held your sandalled feet,
You laughed; you loosed away my lips; you rose.
I heard the singing of your wings retreat;
And watched you, far-flown, flush the Olympian snows,
Beyond my hoping. Starkly I returned
To stare upon the ash of all I burned.



1914

War broke: and now the Winter of the world
With perishing great darkness closes in.
The foul tornado, centred at Berlin,
Is over all the width of Europe whirled,
Rending the sails of progress. Rent or furled
Are all Arts ensigns. Verse wails. Now begin
Famines of thought and feeling. Loves wines thin.
The grain of human Autumn rots, down-hurled.

For after Spring had bloomed in early Greece,
And Summer blazed her glory out with Rome,
An Autumn softly fell, a harvest home,
A slow grand age, and rich with all increase.
But now, for us, wild Winter, and the need
Of sowings for new Spring, and blood for seed.




PURPLE

Vividly gloomy, with bright darkling glows
Of nebulae and warm, night-shimmering shores!
Stain of full fruits, wines, passions, and the cores
Of all quick hearts! Yet from its deeps there blows
Aroma and romance of violets;
Softness of far land, hazed; pacific lift
Of smoke through quiet trees; and that wild drift
Of smoulder when the flare of evening sets.

Solemn, columnar, thunder-throning cloud
Wears it so stately that therein the King
Stands before men, and lies in deaths hand, proud.
Purest, it is the diamond dawn of spring;
And yet the veil of Venus, whose rose skin,
Mauve-marbled, purples Eros mouth for sacred sin.



ON A DREAM

I leaned, blank-eyed, in lonely thoughtless thought,
Upon the night, athwart my threshold stone;
When there came One with hurried, frightened moan,
With tear-drained eyes, wild hair, and hands distraught,
Who fell about my knees, and swift besought
Help and my love, for she was all alone
For love of me; and from her world out-thrown.
I knew that lovely head; her hands I caught;

For hours I felt her lips warm on my cheek,
As through the vast void of the dark we fled.
For precious hours her limbs in mine were curled,
Until with utter joy I tried to speak:
And lo! I raved with fever on my bed,
And melancholy dawn bestirred the world.



STUNNED BY THEIR LIFES EXPLOSION INTO LOVE

Stunned by their lifes explosion into love
Some men stay deaf and dizzy ever after,
And blindly through the press they grope or shove,
Nor heed they more of sorrowing or laughter.

And others, having fixed their hope above,
Chastened and maimed by bitter chastity,
Grow to forget spring flowers, and why the dove
Makes music with her fellow, endlessly.

Ah! pity these were told not that their thirsts
Are slaked nor by priests wine nor lusts outbursts,
But Poesy. They, knowing Verse to be
Gods soothest answer to all passions plea,
And loving beauties writ and wrought of art,
Might yet have kept a whole and splendid heart.



FROM MY DIARY, JULY 1914

Leaves
Murmuring by miriads in the shimmering trees.
Lives
Wakening with wonder in the Pyrenees.
Birds
Cheerily chirping in the early day.
Bards
Singing of summer, scything thro the hay.
Bees
Shaking the heavy dews from bloom and frond.
Boys
Bursting the surface of the ebony pond.
Flashes
Of swimmers carving thro the sparkling cold.
Fleshes
Gleaming with wetness to the morning gold.
A mead
Bordered about with warbling water brooks.
A maid
Laughing the love-laugh with me; proud of looks.
The heat
Throbbing between the upland and the peak.
Her heart
Quivering with passion to my pressed cheek.
Braiding
Of floating flames across the mountain brow.
Brooding
Of stillness; and a sighing of the bough.
Stirs
Of leaflets in the gloom; soft petal-showers;
Stars
Expanding with the starrd nocturnal flowers.




THE BALLAD OF MANY THORNS

A Poet stood in parley
With Carls a-reaping com.
Quoth one: I curse the Barley,
More sharp than any thorn.

Although thy hand be tom,
Ill-spoken was thy curse:
I  swear thou art forsworn,
If Thistle wound not worse.

So groaned a footsore Climber,
Had scaled the bristly path:
What thorns, Sir Carl, Sir Rimer,
Like these the Thistle hath?

Behold a wan youth ramble
With bleeding cheeks forlorn,
And moans: The wanton bramble,
It is the keenest thorn.

Rode by a wounded Warrior
Deep muttering like a lion:
Show me the flesh wound sorrier
Than by the barb of Iron!

Out laughed a man of folly,
Much wine had made him thick:
The jolly, festive Holly
Deals oft a nasty prick.


I SAW HIS ROUND MOUTHS CRIMSON DEEPEN AS IT FELL

I saw his round mouths crimson deepen as it fell,
Like a Sun, in his last deep hour;
Watched the magnificent recession of farewell,
Clouding, half gleam, half glower,
And a last splendour burn the heavens of his cheek.
And in his eyes
The cold stars lighting, very old and bleak,
In different skies.




APOLOGIA PRO POEMATE MEO

I, too, saw God through mud  
The mud that cracked on cheeks when wretches smiled.
War brought more glory to their eyes than blood,
And gave their laughs more glee than shakes a child.

Merry it was to laugh there  
Where death becomes absurd and life absurder.
For power was on us as we slashed bones bare
Not to feel sickness or remorse of murder.

I, too, have dropped off fear  
Behind the barrage, dead as my platoon,
And sailed my spirit surging, light and clear,
Past the entanglement where hopes lie strewn;

And witnessed exhultation  
Faces that used to curse me, scowl for scowl,
Shine and lift up with passion of oblation,
Seraphic for an hour, though they were foul.

I have made fellowships  
Untold of happy lovers in old song.
For love is not the binding of fair lips
With the soft silk of eyes that look and long.

By joy, whose ribbon slips,  
But wound with wars hard wire whose stakes are strong;
Bound with the bandage of the arm that drips;
Knit in the welding of the rifle-thong.

I have perceived much beauty
In the hoarse oaths that kept our courage straight;
Heard music in the silentness of duty;
Found peace where shell-storms spouted reddest spate.

Nevertheless, except you share
With them in hell the sorrowful dark of hell,
Whose world is but a trembling of a flare
And heaven but a highway for a shell,

You shall not hear their mirth:
You shall not come to think them well content
By any jest of mine. These men are worth
Your tears: You are not worth their merriment.




LE CHRISTIANISME

So the church Christ was hit and buried
Under its rubbish and its rubble.
In cellars, packed-up saints long serried,
Well out of hearing of our trouble.

One Virgin still immaculate
Smiles on for war to flatter her.
Shes halod with an old tin hat,
But a piece of hell will batter her.




HOSPITAL BARGE

Budging the sluggard ripples of the Somme,
A barge round old Cérisy slowly slewed.
Softly her engines down the current screwed,
And chuckled softly with contented hum,
Till fairy tinklings struck their croonings dumb.
The waters rumpling at the stern subdued;
The lock-gate took her bulging amplitude;
Gently from out the gurgling lock she swum.

One reading by that calm bank shaded eyes
To watch her lessening westward quietly.
Then, as she neared the bend, her funnel screamed.
And that long lamentation made him wise
How unto Avalon, in agony,
Kings passed in the dark barge, which Merlin dreamed.




SWEET IS YOUR ANTIQUE BODY,NOT YET YOUNG

Sweet is your antique body, not yet young.
Beauty withheld from youth that looks for youth.
Fair only for your father. Dear among
Masters in art. To all men else uncouth
Save me; who know your smile comes very old,
Learnt of the happy dead that laughed with gods;
For earlier suns than ours have lent you gold,
Sly fauns and trees have given you jigs and nods.

But soon your heart, hot-beating like a birds,
Shall slow down. Youth shall lop your hair,
And you must learn wry meanings in our words.
Your smile shall dull, because too keen aware;
And when for hopes your hand shall be uncurled,
Your eyes shall close, being opened to the world.



PAGE EGLANTINE

Nay, light me no lire tonight,
Page Eglantine;
I have no desire tonight
To drink or dine;
I will suck no briar tonight,
Nor read no line;
An you be my quire tonight,
And you my wine.



THE RIME OF THE YOUTHFUL MARINER

One knotted a rope with an evil knout,
And flogged me till I fell;
And he is picking the rope end out
In a land-locked prison-cell.

One tied my wrist with a twisted cord
While I lay asleep on deck.
But his reward was overboard,
With the string around his neck.

One bound my mouth with her hands of silk,
And drew me backward so.
Her skin that was foul as curdled milk
Is fouler today, I trow.

One clogged my feet with a heavy wine,
And my tongue with a tangling drug.
But now his tongue is thicker than mine
And black as any slug.

One bound my thighs with his muscled arm,
Whose weight was good to bear.
O may he come to no worse harm
Than what he wrought me there.



WHO IS THE GOD OF CANONGATE?

Who is the god of Canongate?
I, for I trifle with men and fate.

Art thou high in the heart of London?
Yea, for I do what is done and undone.

What is thy throne, thou barefoot god?
All pavements where my feet have trod.

Where is thy shrine, then, little god?
Up secret stairs men mount unshod.

Say what libation such men fill?
There lift their lusts and let them spill.

Why do you smell of the moss in Arden?
If I told you, Sir, your look would harden.

What are you called, I ask your pardon?
I am called the Flower of Covent Garden.

What shall I pay for you, lily-lad?
Not all the gold King Solomon had.

How can I buy you, London Flower?
Buy me for ever, but not for an hour.

When shall I pay you, Violet Eyes?
With laughter first, and after with sighs.

But you will fade, my delicate bud?
No, there is too much sap in my blood.

Will you not shrink in my shut room?
No, there Ill break into fullest bloom.


MY SHY HAND

My shy hand shades a hermitage apart, -
O large enough for thee, and thy brief hours.
Life there is sweeter held than in Gods heart,
Stiller than in the heavens of hollow flowers.

The wine is gladder there than in gold bowls.
And Time shall not drain thence, nor trouble spill.
Sources between my fingers feed all souls,
Where thou mayest cool thy lips, and draw thy fill.

Five cushions hath my hand, for reveries;
And one deep pillow for thy brows fatigues;
Languor of June all winterlong, and ease
For ever from the vain untravelled leagues.

Thither your years may gather in from storm,
And Love, that sleepeth there, will keep thee warm.




AT A CALVARY NEAR THE ANCRE

One ever hangs where shelled roads part.
In this war He too lost a limb,
But His disciples hide apart;
And now the Soldiers bear with Him.

Near Golgotha strolls many a priest,
And in their faces there is pride
That they were flesh-marked by the Beast
By whom the gentle Christs denied

The scribes on all the people shove
And bawl allegiance to the state,
But they who love the greater love
Lay down their life; they do not hate




MINERS

There was a whispering in my hearth,
A sigh of the coal.
Grown wistful of a former earth
It might recall.

I listened for a tale of leaves
And smothered ferns,
Frond-forests; and the low, sly lives
Before the fawns.

My fire might show steam-phantoms simmer
From Times old cauldron,
Before the birds made nests in summer,
Or men had children.

But the coals were murmuring of their mine,
And moans down there
Of boys that slept wry sleep, and men
Writhing for air.

And I saw white bones in the cinder-shard,
Bones without number.
For many hearts with coal are charred,
And few remember.

I thought of all that worked dark pits
Of war, and died
Digging the rock where Death reputes
Peace lies indeed.

Comforted years will sit soft-chaired
In rooms of amber;
The years will stretch their hands, well-cheered
By our lifes ember.

The centuries will burn rich loads
With which we groaned,
Whose warmth shall lull their dreaming lids,
While songs are crooned.
But they will not dream of us poor lads
Left in the ground.




THE LETTER

With B.E.F. Jun 10. Dear Wife,
(Oh blast this pencil. Ere, Bill, lends a knife.)
Im in the pink at present, dear.
I think the war will end this year.
We dont see much of them square-eaded Uns.
Were out of harms way, not bad fed.
Im longing for a taste of your old buns.
(Say, Jimmie, spares a bite of bread.)
There dont seem much to say just now.
(Yer what? Then dont, yer ruddy cow!
And give us back me cigarette!)
Ill soon be ome. You mustnt fret.
My feets improvin, as I told you of.
Were out in the rest now. Never fear.
(VRACH! By crumbs, but that was near.)
Mother might spare you half a sov.
Kiss Nell and Bert. When me and you-
(Eh? What the ell! Stand to? Stand to!
Jim, gives a hand with pack on, lad.
Guh! Christ! Im hit. Take old. Aye, bad.
No, damn your iodine. Jim? Ere!
Write my old girl, Jim, theres a dear.)




CONSCIOUS

His fingers wake, and flutter up the bed.
His eyes come open with a pull of will,
Helped by the yellow may-flowers by his head.
A blind-cord drawls across the window-sill . . .
How smooth the floor of the ward is! what a rug!
And whos that talking, somewhere out of sight?
Why are they laughing? Whats inside that jug?
Nurse! Doctor! Yes; all right, all right.

But sudden dusk bewilders all the air  
There seems no time to want a drink of water.
Nurse looks so far away. And everywhere
Music and roses burnt through crimson slaughter.
Cold; cold; hes cold; and yet so hot:
And theres no light to see the voices by  
No time to dream, and ask  he knows not what.




SCHOOLMISTRESS

Schoolmistress
Having, with bold Horatius, stamped her feet
And waved a final swashing arabesque
Oer the brave days of old, she ceased to bleat,
Slapped her Macaulay back upon the desk,
Resuned her calm gaze and her lofty seat.

There, while she heard the classic lines repeat,
Once more the teachers face clenched stern;
For through the window, looking on the street,
Three soldiers hailed her. She made no return.
One was called Orace whom she would not greet.




DULCE ET DECORUM EST (SASSOON VERSION)

1 Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
2 Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,
3 Till on the haunting flares we turned out backs,
4 And towards our distant rest began to trudge.
5 Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,
6 But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame, all blind;
7 Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
8 Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

9 Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!  An ecstasy of fumbling
10 Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,
11 But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
12 And floundring like a man in fire or lime.  
13 Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,
14 As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

15 In all my dreams before my helpless sight
16 He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

17 If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace
18 Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
19 And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
20 His hanging face, like a devils sick of sin,
21 If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
22 Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs
23 Bitter as the cud
24 Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,  
25 My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
26 To children ardent for some desperate glory,
27 The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
28 Pro patria mori.


DULCE ET DECORUM EST (STALLWORTHY VERSION)

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs
And towards our distant rest began to trudge.
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped behind.

Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!An ecstasy of fumbling,
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time;
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And floundring like a man in fire or lime...
Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight,
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace
Behind the wagon that we flung him in,
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,
His hanging face, like a devils sick of sin;
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest
To children ardent for some desperate glory,
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est
Pro patria mori.




A TEAR SONG

Out of the endless nave
Chorus tremendous,
While the gruff organ gave
Sponses stupendous.

But of a surety
Not one among them
Said the psalms heartfully
Of all that sung them,

Saving one chorister,
Sweet as gay bugles when
Robin the Forester
Rallied his merry men.

Opened his little teeth
Like the round daisys.
Smiled they for things beneath,
Or Zions praises?

He sang of friendly bees
Not of the hills that skip,
It was that mornings breeze
Piped on his lip.

But his eyes jewelled were
Of his own singing,
God saw the sparkle there
On his lids clinging.

God the boys jewel took
Into His casket,
Flinging the anthem book
On His waste-basket.

God for his glittering world
Seeketh our tears.
Prayers show as eyelids pearled.
God hath no ears.



THE DEAD-BEAT

He dropped, - more sullenly than wearily,
Lay stupid like a cod, heavy like meat,
And none of us could kick him to his feet;
-just blinked at my revolver, blearily;
- Didnt appear to know a war was on,
Or see the blasted trench at which he stared.
Ill do em in, he whined. If this hands spared,
Ill murder them, I will.

A low voice said,
Its Blighty, praps, he sees; his plucks all gone,
Dreaming of all the valiant, that arent dead:
Bold uncles, smiling ministerially;
Maybe his brave young wife, getting her fun
In some new home, improved materially.
Its not these stiffs have crazed him; nor the Hun.

We sent him down at last, out of the way.
Unwounded; - stout lad, too, before that strafe.
Malingering? Stretcher-bearers winked, Not half!

Next day I heard the Docs well-whiskied laugh:
That scum you sent last night soon died. Hooray!


INSENSIBILITY

I

Happy are men who yet before they are killed
Can let their veins run cold.
Whom no compassion fleers
Or makes their feet
Sore on the alleys cobbled with their brothers.
The front line withers,
But they are troops who fade, not flowers
For poets tearful fooling:
Men, gaps for filling
Losses who might have fought
Longer; but no one bothers.

II

And some cease feeling
Even themselves or for themselves.
Dullness best solves
The tease and doubt of shelling,
And Chances strange arithmetic
Comes simpler than the reckoning of their shilling.
They keep no check on Armies decimation.

III

Happy are these who lose imagination:
They have enough to carry with ammunition.
Their spirit drags no pack.
Their old wounds save with cold can not more ache.
Having seen all things red,
Their eyes are rid
Of the hurt of the colour of blood for ever.
And terrors first constriction over,
Their hearts remain small drawn.
Their senses in some scorching cautery of battle
Now long since ironed,
Can laugh among the dying, unconcerned.

IV

Happy the soldier home, with not a notion
How somewhere, every dawn, some men attack,
And many sighs are drained.
Happy the lad whose mind was never trained:
His days are worth forgetting more than not.
He sings along the march
Which we march taciturn, because of dusk,
The long, forlorn, relentless trend
From larger day to huger night.

V

We wise, who with a thought besmirch
Blood over all our soul,
How should we see our task
But through his blunt and lashless eyes?
Alive, he is not vital overmuch;
Dying, not mortal overmuch;
Nor sad, nor proud,
Nor curious at all.
He cannot tell
Old mens placidity from his.

VI

But cursed are dullards whom no cannon stuns,
That they should be as stones.
Wretched are they, and mean
With paucity that never was simplicity.
By choice they made themselves immune
To pity and whatever mourns in man
Before the last sea and the hapless stars;
Whatever mourns when many leave these shores;
Whatever shares
The eternal reciprocity of tears.




STRANGE MEETING

It seemed that out of the battle I escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which Titanic wars had groined.
Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,
Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.
Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
Lifting distressful hands as if to bless.
And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall;
By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.
With a thousand fears that visions face was grained;
Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,
And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.
Strange, friend, I said, Here is no cause to mourn.
None, said the other, Save the undone years,
The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,
Was my life also; I went hunting wild
After the wildest beauty in the world,
Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,
But mocks the steady running of the hour,
And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.
For by my glee might many men have laughed,
And of my weeping something has been left,
Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,
The pity of war, the pity war distilled.
Now men will go content with what we spoiled.
Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.
They will be swift with swiftness of the tigress,
None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.
Courage was mine, and I had mystery;
Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery;
To miss the march of this retreating world
Into vain citadels that are not walled.
Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels
I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,
Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.
I would have poured my spirit without stint
But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.
Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.
I am the enemy you killed, my friend.
I knew you in this dark; for so you frowned
Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.
I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.
Let us sleep now ...




SONNET. ON SEEING A PIECE OF OUR HEAVY ARTILLERYBROUGHT INTO ACTION

Be slowly lifted up, thou long black arm,
Great Gun towering towards Heaven, about to curse;
Sway steep against them, and for years rehearse
Huge imprecations like a blasting charm!
Reach at that Arrogance which needs thy harm,
And beat it down before its sins grow worse.
Spend our resentment, cannon, - yea, disburse
Our gold in shapes of flame, our breaths in storm.

Yet, for mens sakes whom thy vast malison
Must wither innocent of enmity,
Be not withdrawn, dark arm, thy spoilure done,
Safe to the bosom of our prosperity.
But when thy spell be cast complete and whole,
May God curse thee, and cut thee from our soul!




ASLEEP

Under his helmet, up against his pack,
After so many days of work and waking,
Sleep took him by the brow and laid him back.

There, in the happy no-time of his sleeping,
Death took him by the heart. There heaved a quaking
Of the aborted life within him leaping,
Then chest and sleepy arms once more fell slack.

And soon the slow, stray blood came creeping
From the intruding lead, like ants on track.

Whether his deeper sleep lie shaded by the shaking
Of great wings, and the thoughts that hung the stars,
High-pillowed on calm pillows of Gods making,
Above these clouds, these rains, these sleets of lead,
And these winds scimitars,
-Or whether yet his thin and sodden head
Confuses more and more with the low mould,
His hair being one with the grey grass
Of finished fields, and wire-scrags rusty-old,
Who knows? Who hopes? Who troubles? Let it pass!
He sleeps. He sleeps less tremulous, less cold,
Than we who wake, and waking say Alas!




ARMS AND THE BOY

1 Let the boy try along this bayonet-blade
2 How cold steel is, and keen with hunger of blood;
3 Blue with all malice, like a madmans flash;
4 And thinly drawn with famishing for flesh.

5 Lend him to stroke these blind, blunt bullet-heads
6 Which long to muzzle in the hearts of lads.
7 Or give him cartridges of fine zinc teeth,
8 Sharp with the sharpness of grief and death.

9 For his teeth seem for laughing round an apple.
10 There lurk no claws behind his fingers supple;
11 And God will grow no talons at his heels,
12 Nor antlers through the thickness of his curls.




THE SHOW

My soul looked down from a vague height with Death,
As unremembering how I rose or why,
And saw a sad land, weak with sweats of dearth,
Gray, cratered like the moon with hollow woe,
And fitted with great pocks and scabs of plaques.

Across its beard, that horror of harsh wire,
There moved thin caterpillars, slowly uncoiled.
It seemed they pushed themselves to be as plugs
Of ditches, where they writhed and shrivelled, killed.

By them had slimy paths been trailed and scraped
Round myriad warts that might be little hills.

From glooms last dregs these long-strung creatures crept,
And vanished out of dawn down hidden holes.

(And smell came up from those foul openings
As out of mouths, or deep wounds deepening.)

On dithering feet upgathered, more and more,
Brown strings towards strings of gray, with bristling spines,
All migrants from green fields, intent on mire.

Those that were gray, of more abundant spawns,
Ramped on the rest and ate them and were eaten.

I saw their bitten backs curve, loop, and straighten,
I watched those agonies curl, lift, and flatten.

Whereat, in terror what that sight might mean,
I reeled and shivered earthward like a feather.

And Death fell with me, like a deepening moan.
And He, picking a manner of worm, which half had hid
Its bruises in the earth, but crawled no further,
Showed me its feet, the feet of many men,
And the fresh-severed head of it, my head.




FUTILITY

1 Move him into the sun  
2 Gently its touch awoke him once,
3 At home, whispering of fields unsown.
4 Always it awoke him, even in France,
5 Until this morning and this snow.
6 If anything might rouse him now
7 The kind old sun will know.

8 Think how it wakes the seeds  
9 Woke, once, the clays of a cold star.
10 Are limbs so dear-achieved, are sides
11 Full-nerved,  still warm,  too hard to stir?
12 Was it for this the clay grew tall?
13  O what made fatuous sunbeams toil
14 To break earths sleep at all?




THE END

After the blast of lightning from the east,
The flourish of loud clouds, the Chariot throne,
After the drums of time have rolled and ceased
And from the bronze west long retreat is blown,

Shall Life renew these bodies? Of a truth
All death will he annul, all tears assuage?
Or fill these void veins full again with youth
And wash with an immortal water age?

When I do ask white Age, he saith not so,  
My head hangs weighed with snow.
And when I hearken to the Earth she saith
My fiery heart sinks aching. It is death.
Mine ancient scars shall not be glorified
Nor my titanic tears the seas be dried.




S.I.W.

I will to the King,
And offer him consolation in his trouble,
For that man there has set his teeth to die,
And being one that hates obedience,
Discipline, and orderliness of life,
I cannot mourn him.
 W. B. Yeats.

Patting goodbye, doubtless they told the lad
Hed always show the Hun a brave mans face;
Father would sooner him dead than in disgrace,  
Was proud to see him going, aye, and glad.
Perhaps his Mother whimpered how shed fret
Until he got a nice, safe wound to nurse.
Sisters would wish girls too could shoot, charge, curse, . . .
Brothers  would send his favourite cigarette,
Each week, month after month, they wrote the same,
Thinking him sheltered in some Y.M. Hut,
Where once an hour a bullet missed its aim
And misses teased the hunger of his brain.
His eyes grew old with wincing, and his hand
Reckless with ague. Courage leaked, as sand
From the best sandbags after years of rain.
But never leave, wound, fever, trench-foot, shock,
Untrapped the wretch. And death seemed still withheld
For torture of lying machinally shelled,
At the pleasure of this worlds Powers whod run amok.

Hed seen men shoot their hands, on night patrol,
Their people never knew. Yet they were vile.
Death sooner than dishonour, thats the style!
So Father said.

One dawn, our wire patrol
Carried him. This time, Death had not missed.
We could do nothing, but wipe his bleeding cough.
Could it be accident?  Rifles go off . . .
Not sniped? No. (Later they found the English ball.)

It was the reasoned crisis of his soul.
Against the fires that would not burn him whole
But kept him for deaths perjury and scoff
And lifes half-promising, and both their riling.

With him they buried the muzzle his teeth had kissed,
And truthfully wrote the Mother Tim died smiling.




THE CALLS

A dismal fog-hoarse siren howls at dawn.
I watch the man it calls for, pushed and drawn
Backwards and forwards, helpless as a pawn.
But Im lazy, and his works crazy.

Quick treble bells begin at nine oclock,
Scuttling the schoolboy pulling up his sock,
Scaring the late girl in the inky frock.
I must be crazy; I learn from the daisy.

Stern bells annoy the rooks and doves at ten.
I watch the verger close the doors, and when
I hear the organ moan the first amen,
Sing my religions-same as pigeons.

A blatant bugle tears my afternoons.
Out clump the clumsy Tommies by platoons,
Trying to keep in step with rag-time tunes,
But I sit still; Ive done my drill.

Gongs hum and buzz like saucepan-lids at dusk,
I see a food-hog whet his gold-filled tusk
To eat less bread, and more luxurious rusk.

Then sometimes late at night my window bumps
From gunnery-practice, till my small heart thumps
And listens for the shell-shrieks and the crumps,
But thats not all.

For leaning out last midnight on my sill
I heard the sighs of men, that have no skill
To speak of their distress, no, nor the will!
A voice I know. And this time I must go.




TRAINING

Not this week nor this month dare I lie down
In languour under lime trees or smooth smile.
Love must not kiss my face pale that is brown.

My lips, parting, shall drink space, mile by mile;
Strong meats be all my hunger; my renown
Be the clean beauty of speed and pride of style.

Cold winds encountered on the racing Down
Shall thrill my heated bareness; but awhile
None else may meet me till I wear my crown.




THE NEXT WAR

Wars a joke for me and you,
Wile we know such dreams are true.

Siegfried Sassoon

Out there, weve walked quite friendly up to Death,-
Sat down and eaten with him, cool and bland,-
Pardoned his spilling mess-tins in our hand.
Weve sniffed the green thick odour of his breath,-
Our eyes wept, but our courage didnt writhe.
Hes spat at us with bullets and hes coughed
Shrapnel. We chorussed when he sang aloft,
We whistled while he shaved us with his scythe.

Oh, Death was never enemy of ours!
We laughed at him, we leagued with him, old chum.
No soldiers paid to kick against His powers.
We laughed, -knowing that better men would come,
And greater wars: when each proud fighter brags
He wars on Death, for lives; not men, for flags.




GREATER LOVE

Red lips are not so red
As the stained stones kissed by the English dead.
Kindness of wooed and wooer
Seems shame to their love pure.
O Love, your eyes lose lure
When I behold eyes blinded in my stead!

Your slender attitude
Trembles not exquisite like limbs knife-skewed,
Rolling and rolling there
Where God seems not to care;
Till the fierce love they bear
Cramps them in deaths extreme decrepitude.

Your voice sings not so soft,-
Though even as wind murmuring through raftered loft,-
Your dear voice is not dear,
Gentle, and evening clear,
As theirs whom none now hear,
Now earth has stopped their piteous mouths that coughed.

Heart, you were never hot
Nor large, nor full like hearts made great with shot;
And though your hand be pale,
Paler are all which trail
Your cross through flame and hail:
Weep, you may weep, for you may touch them not.




THE LAST LAUGH

Oh! Jesus Christ! Im hit, he said; and died.
Whether he vainly cursed or prayed indeed,
The Bullets chirped-In vain, vain, vain!
Machine-guns chuckled,-Tut-tut! Tut-tut!
And the Big Gun guffawed.

Another sighed,-O Mother, -Mother, - Dad!
Then smiled at nothing, childlike, being dead.
And the lofty Shrapnel-cloud
Leisurely gestured,-Fool!
And the splinters spat, and tittered.

My Love! one moaned. Love-languid seemed his mood,
Till slowly lowered, his whole faced kissed the mud.
And the Bayonets long teeth grinned;
Rabbles of Shells hooted and groaned;
And the Gas hissed.




MENTAL CASES

Who are these? Why sit they here in twilight?
Wherefore rock they, purgatorial shadows,
Drooping tongues from jays that slob their relish,
Baring teeth that leer like skulls teeth wicked?
Stroke on stroke of pain,- but what slow panic,
Gouged these chasms round their fretted sockets?
Ever from their hair and through their hands palms
Misery swelters. Surely we have perished
Sleeping, and walk hell; but who these hellish?

-These are men whose minds the Dead have ravished.
Memory fingers in their hair of murders,
Multitudinous murders they once witnessed.
Wading sloughs of flesh these helpless wander,
Treading blood from lungs that had loved laughter.
Always they must see these things and hear them,
Batter of guns and shatter of flying muscles,
Carnage incomparable, and human squander
Rucked too thick for these mens extrication.

Therefore still their eyeballs shrink tormented
Back into their brains, because on their sense
Sunlight seems a blood-smear; night comes blood-black;
Dawn breaks open like a wound that bleeds afresh.
-Thus their heads wear this hilarious, hideous,
Awful falseness of set-smiling corpses.
-Thus their hands are plucking at each other;
Picking at the rope-knouts of their scourging;
Snatching after us who smote them, brother,
Pawing us who dealt them war and madness.




THE CHANCES

I mind as ow the night afore that show
Us five got talking,  we was in the know,
Over the top to-morrer; boys, were for it,
First wave we are, first ruddy wave; thats tore it.
Ah well, says Jimmy,  an es seen some scrappin  
There aint more nor five things as can appen;
Ye get knocked out; else wounded  bad or cushy;
Scuppered; or nowt except yer feeling mushy.

One of us got the knock-out, blown to chops.
Tother was hurt, like, losin both is props.
An one, to use the word of ypocrites,
Ad the misfortoon to be took by Fritz.
Now me, I wasnt scratched, praise God Almighty
(Though next time please Ill thank im for a blighty),
But poor young Jim, es livin an es not;
E reckoned ed five chances, an es ad;
Es wounded, killed, and prisner, all the lot  
The ruddy lot all rolled in one. Jims mad.




THE SEND-OFF

Down the close, darkening lanes they sang their way
To the siding-shed,
And lined the train with faces grimly gay.

Their breasts were stuck all white with wreath and spray
As mens are, dead.

Dull porters watched them, and a casual tramp
Stood staring hard,
Sorry to miss them from the upland camp.
Then, unmoved, signals nodded, and a lamp
Winked to the guard.

So secretly, like wrongs hushed-up, they went.
They were not ours:
We never heard to which front these were sent.

Nor there if they yet mock what women meant
Who gave them flowers.

Shall they return to beatings of great bells
In wild trainloads?
A few, a few, too few for drums and yells,
May creep back, silent, to still village wells
Up half-known roads.




THE PARABLE OF THE OLD MAN AND THE YOUNG

So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went,
And took the fire with him, and a knife.
And as they sojourned both of them together,
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father,
Behold the preparations, fire and iron,
But where the lamb for this burnt-offering?
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and strops,
And builded parapets and trenches there,
And stretched forth the knife to slay his son.
When lo! an angel called him out of heaven,
Saying, Lay not thy hand upon the lad,
Neither do anything to him. Behold,
A ram, caught in a thicket by its horns;
Offer the Ram of Pride instead of him.

But the old man would not so, but slew his son,
And half the seed of Europe, one by one.




DISABLED

He sat in a wheeled chair, waiting for dark,
And shivered in his ghastly suit of grey,
Legless, sewn short at elbow. Through the park
Voices of boys rang saddening like a hymn,
Voices of play and pleasure after day,
Till gathering sleep had mothered them from him.

About this time Town used to swing so gay
When glow-lamps budded in the light blue trees,
And girls glanced lovelier as the air grew dim,-
In the old times, before he threw away his knees.
Now he will never feel again how slim
Girls waists are, or how warm their subtle hands.
All of them touch him like some queer disease.

There was an artist silly for his face,
For it was younger than his youth, last year.
Now, he is old; his back will never brace;
Hes lost his colour very far from here,
Poured it down shell-holes till the veins ran dry,
And half his lifetime lapsed in the hot race
And leap of purple spurted from his thigh.

One time he liked a blood-smear down his leg,
After the matches, carried shoulder-high.
It was after football, when hed drunk a peg,
He thought hed better join. - He wonders why.
Someone had said hed look a god in kilts,
Thats why; and maybe, too, to please his Meg,
Aye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts
He asked to join. He didnt have to beg;
Smiling they wrote his lie: aged nineteen years.

Germans he scarcely thought of; all their guilt,
And Austrias, did not move him. And no fears
Of Fear came yet. He drought of jewelled hills
For daggers in plaid socks; of smart salutes;
And care of arms; and leave; and pay arrears;
Esprit de corps; and hints for young recruits.
And soon, he was drafted out with drums and cheers.

Some cheered him home, but not as crowds cheer Goal.
Only a solemn man who brought him fruits
Thanked him; and then enquired about his soul.

Now, he will spend a few sick years in institutes,
And do what things the rules consider wise,
And take whatever pity they may dole.
Tonight he noticed how the womens eyes
Passed from him to the strong men that were whole.
How cold and late it is! Why dont they come
And put him into bed? Why dont they come?




A TERRE

(Being the philosophy of many Soldiers.)

Sit on the bed; Im blind, and three parts shell,
Be careful; cant shake hands now; never shall.
Both arms have mutinied against me  brutes.
My fingers fidget like ten idle brats.

I tried to peg out soldierly  no use!
One dies of war like any old disease.
This bandage feels like pennies on my eyes.
I have my medals?  Discs to make eyes close.
My glorious ribbons?  Ripped from my own back
In scarlet shreds. (Thats for your poetry book.)

A short life and a merry one, my brick!
We used to say wed hate to live dead old,  
Yet now . . . Id willingly be puffy, bald,
And patriotic. Buffers catch from boys
At least the jokes hurled at them. I suppose
Little Id ever teach a son, but hitting,
Shooting, war, hunting, all the arts of hurting.
Well, thats what I learnt,  that, and making money.
Your fifty years ahead seem none too many?
Tell me how long Ive got? God! For one year
To help myself to nothing more than air!
One Spring! Is one too good to spare, too long?
Spring wind would work its own way to my lung,
And grow me legs as quick as lilac-shoots.
My servants lamed, but listen how he shouts!
When Im lugged out, hell still be good for that.
Here in this mummy-case, you know, Ive thought
How well I might have swept his floors for ever,
Id ask no night off when the bustles over,
Enjoying so the dirt. Whos prejudiced
Against a grimed hand when his owns quite dust,
Less live than specks that in the sun-shafts turn,
Less warm than dust that mixes with arms tan?
Id love to be a sweep, now, black as Town,
Yes, or a muckman. Must I be his load?

O Life, Life, let me breathe,  a dug-out rat!
Not worse than ours the existences rats lead  
Nosing along at night down some safe vat,
They find a shell-proof home before they rot.
Dead men may envy living mites in cheese,
Or good germs even. Microbes have their joys,
And subdivide, and never come to death,
Certainly flowers have the easiest time on earth.
I shall be one with nature, herb, and stone.
Shelley would tell me. Shelley would be stunned;
The dullest Tommy hugs that fancy now.
Pushing up daisies, is their creed, you know.
To grain, then, go my fat, to buds my sap,
For all the usefulness there is in soap.
Dyou think the Boche will ever stew man-soup?
Some day, no doubt, if . . .
Friend, be very sure
I shall be better off with plants that share
More peaceably the meadow and the shower.
Soft rains will touch me,  as they could touch once,
And nothing but the sun shall make me ware.
Your guns may crash around me. Ill not hear;
Or, if I wince, I shall not know I wince.
Dont take my souls poor comfort for your jest.
Soldiers may grow a soul when turned to fronds,
But here the things best left at home with friends.

My souls a little grief, grappling your chest,
To climb your throat on sobs; easily chased
On other sighs and wiped by fresher winds.

Carry my crying spirit till its weaned
To do without what blood remained these wounds.




THE KIND GHOSTS

She sleeps on soft, last breaths; but no ghost looms
Out of the stillness of her palace wall,
Her wall of boys on boys and dooms on dooms.

She dreams of golden gardens and sweet glooms,
Not marvelling why her roses never fall
Nor what red mouths were torn to make their blooms.

The shades keep down which well might roam her hall.
Quiet their blood lies in her crimson rooms
And she is not afraid of their footfall.

They move not from her tapestries, their pall,
Nor pace her terraces, their hecatombs,
Lest aught she be disturbed, or grieved at all.




SOLDIERS DREAM

I dreamed kind Jesus fouled the big-gun gears;
And caused a permanent stoppage in all bolts;
And buckled with a smile Mausers and Colts;
And rusted every bayonet with His tears.

And there were no more bombs, of ours or Theirs,
Not even an old flint-lock, not even a pikel.
But God was vexed, and gave all power to Michael;
And when I woke hed seen to our repairs.




I AM THE GHOST OF SHADWELL STAIR

I am the ghost of Shadwell Stair.
Along the wharves by the water-house,
And through the cavernous slaughter-house,
I am the shadow that walks there.

Yet I have flesh both firm and cool,
And eyes tumultuous as the gems
Of moons and lamps in the full Thames
When dusk sails wavering down the Pool.

Shuddering, a purple street-arc burns
Where I watch always. From the banks
Dolorously the shipping clanks.
And after me a strange tide turns.

I walk till the stars of London wane,
And dawn creeps up the Shadwell Stair.
But when the crowing sirens blare,
I with another ghost am lain.


ELEGY IN APRIL AND SEPTEMBER

Hush, thrush! Hush, missen-thrush, I listen...
I heard the flush of footsteps through the loose leaves,
And a low whistle by the waters brim.

Still! Daffodil! Nay, hail me not so gaily,-
Your gay gold lily daunts me and deceives,
Who follow gleams more golden and more slim.

Look, brook! O run and look, O run!
The vain reeds shook? - Yet search till gray sea heaves,
And I will stray among these fields for him.

Gaze, daisy! Stare through haze and glare,
And mark the hazardous stars all dawns and eves,
For my eye withers, and his star wanes dim.

2

Close, rose, and droop, heliotrope,
And shudder, hope! The shattering winter blows.
Drop, heliotrope, and close, rose...

Mourn, corn, and sigh, rye.
Men garner you, but youths head lies forlorn.
Sigh, rye, and mourn, corn...

Brood, wood, and muse, yews,
The ways gods use we have not understood.
Muse, yews, and brood, wood...


EXPOSURE

I

1 Our brains ache, in the merciless iced east winds that knife us ...
2 Wearied we keep awake because the night is silent ...
3 Low drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient ...
4 Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous,
5 But nothing happens.

6 Watching, we hear the mad gusts tugging on the wire.
7 Like twitching agonies of men among its brambles.
8 Northward incessantly, the flickering gunnery rumbles,
9 Far off, like a dull rumour of some other war.
10 What are we doing here?

11 The poignant misery of dawn begins to grow ...
12 We only know war lasts, rain soaks, and clouds sag stormy.
13 Dawn massing in the east her melancholy army
14 Attacks once more in ranks on shivering ranks of gray,
15 But nothing happens.

16 Sudden successive flights of bullets streak the silence.
17 Less deadly than the air that shudders black with snow,
18 With sidelong flowing flakes that flock, pause and renew,
19 We watch them wandering up and down the winds nonchalance,
20 But nothing happens.

II

21 Pale flakes with lingering stealth come feeling for our faces  
22 We cringe in holes, back on forgotten dreams, and stare, snow-dazed,
23 Deep into grassier ditches. So we drowse, sun-dozed,
24 Littered with blossoms trickling where the blackbird fusses.
25 Is it that we are dying?

26 Slowly our ghosts drag home: glimpsing the sunk fires glozed
27 With crusted dark-red jewels; crickets jingle there;
28 For hours the innocent mice rejoice: the house is theirs;
29 Shutters and doors all closed: on us the doors are closed  
30 We turn back to our dying.

31 Since we believe not otherwise can kind fires burn;
32 Now ever suns smile true on child, or field, or fruit.
33 For Gods invincible spring our love is made afraid;
34 Therefore, not loath, we lie out here; therefore were born,
35 For love of God seems dying.

36 To-night, His frost will fasten on this mud and us,
37 Shrivelling many hands and puckering foreheads crisp.
38 The burying-party, picks and shovels in their shaking grasp,
39 Pause over half-known faces. All their eyes are ice,
40 But nothing happens.




THE SENTRY

Wed found an old Boche dug-out, and he knew,
And gave us hell, for shell on frantic shell
Hammered on top, but never quite burst through.
Rain, guttering down in waterfalls of slime
Kept slush waist high, that rising hour by hour,
Choked up the steps too thick with clay to climb.
What murk of air remained stank old, and sour
With fumes of whizz-bangs, and the smell of men
Whod lived there years, and left their curse in the den,
If not their corpses. . . .
There we herded from the blast
Of whizz-bangs, but one found our door at last.
Buffeting eyes and breath, snuffing the candles.
And thud! flump! thud! down the steep steps came thumping
And splashing in the flood, deluging muck  
The sentrys body; then his rifle, handles
Of old Boche bombs, and mud in ruck on ruck.
We dredged him up, for killed, until he whined
O sir, my eyes  Im blind  Im blind, Im blind!
Coaxing, I held a flame against his lids
And said if he could see the least blurred light
He was not blind; in time hed get all right.
I cant, he sobbed. Eyeballs, huge-bulged like squids
Watch my dreams still; but I forgot him there
In posting next for duty, and sending a scout
To beg a stretcher somewhere, and floundering about
To other posts under the shrieking air.

Those other wretches, how they bled and spewed,
And one who would have drowned himself for good,  
I try not to remember these things now.
Let dread hark back for one word only: how
Half-listening to that sentrys moans and jumps,
And the wild chattering of his broken teeth,
Renewed most horribly whenever crumps
Pummelled the roof and slogged the air beneath  
Through the dense din, I say, we heard him shout
I see your lights! But ours had long died out.




SMILE, SMILE, SMILE

Head to limp head, the sunk-eyed wounded scanned
Yesterdays Mail; the casualties (typed small)
And (large) Vast Booty from our Latest Haul.
Also, they read of Cheap Homes, not yet planned;
For, said the paper, When this war is done
The mens first instinct will be making homes.
Meanwhile their foremost need is aerodromes,
It being certain war has just begun.
Peace would do wrong to our undying dead,  
The sons we offered might regret they died
If we got nothing lasting in their stead.
We must be solidly indemnified.
Though all be worthy Victory which all bought,
We rulers sitting in this ancient spot
Would wrong our very selves if we forgot
The greatest glory will be theirs who fought,
Who kept this nation in integrity.
Nation?  The half-limbed readers did not chafe
But smiled at one another curiously
Like secret men who know their secret safe.
This is the thing they know and never speak,
That England one by one had fled to France
(Not many elsewhere now save under France).
Pictures of these broad smiles appear each week,
And people in whose voice real feeling rings
Say: How they smile! Theyre happy now, poor things.

23rd September 1918.




SPRING OFFENSIVE

1 Halted against the shade of a last hill,
2 They fed, and, lying easy, were at ease
3 And, finding comfortable chests and knees
4 Carelessly slept. But many there stood still
5 To face the stark, blank sky beyond the ridge,
6 Knowing their feet had come to the end of the world.

7 Marvelling they stood, and watched the long grass swirled
8 By the May breeze, murmurous with wasp and midge,
9 For though the summer oozed into their veins
10 Like the injected drug for their bones pains,
11 Sharp on their souls hung the imminent line of grass,
12 Fearfully flashed the skys mysterious glass.

13 Hour after hour they ponder the warm field  
14 And the far valley behind, where the buttercups
15 Had blessed with gold their slow boots coming up,
16 Where even the little brambles would not yield,
17 But clutched and clung to them like sorrowing hands;
18 They breathe like trees unstirred.

19 Till like a cold gust thrilled the little word
20 At which each body and its soul begird
21 And tighten them for battle. No alarms
22 Of bugles, no high flags, no clamorous haste  
23 Only a lift and flare of eyes that faced
24 The sun, like a friend with whom their love is done.
25 O larger shone that smile against the sun,  
26 Mightier than his whose bounty these have spurned.

27 So, soon they topped the hill, and raced together
28 Over an open stretch of herb and heather
29 Exposed. And instantly the whole sky burned
30 With fury against them; and soft sudden cups
31 Opened in thousands for their blood; and the green slopes
32 Chasmed and steepened sheer to infinite space.

33 Of them who running on that last high place
34 Leapt to swift unseen bullets, or went up
35 On the hot blast and fury of hells upsurge,
36 Or plunged and fell away past this worlds verge,
37 Some say God caught them even before they fell.

38 But what say such as from existence brink
39 Ventured but drave too swift to sink.
40 The few who rushed in the body to enter hell,
41 And there out-fiending all its fiends and flames
42 With superhuman inhumanities,
43 Long-famous glories, immemorial shames  
44 And crawling slowly back, have by degrees
45 Regained cool peaceful air in wonder  
46 Why speak they not of comrades that went under?


THE FRAGMENTS
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This section contains fragmentary poems, collected from a range of documents such as notebooks, postcards, school exercise books and letters, following the poets death. Due to their impromptu and unpolished state, these fragments serve as a valuable insight into Owens thought processes and art, but should not be judged as finished works. 




[image: img19.png]

Owen with Arthur Newboult, 1917  one of the last photographs to be taken of the poet.
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BEFORE READING A BIOGRAPHY OF KEATS FOR THE FIRST TIME.

(This fragment was written in Torquay in 1911, when the young poet was staying with his uncle John Taylor, a bookseller. It was likely from Taylor that Owen purchased his beloved Sidney Colvins Keats book in 1909.)

It is with doubt I open thee, O Book
With timourous doubt as well as thirst I come to drink
Thy store of Knowledge fresh, O unknown Book!
Long From... I long did shrink
From seeing Keats...
...thee
...through mar
Lest cold, clear records spoil the look
Of heroic beauty that he seems to wear.  

For through a glimmering mist I behold him fragrant
The glittering rain of his own words.
How like a very god he rises, dim
Like an eastern god in ruby-lighted cave.
I  now behold him through a glimmering mist,
The glittering rain of his own words,
How like a god on high uprist,


CONSUMMATION IS CONSUMPTION

We cannot consummate our bliss and not consume,
All joys are cakes and vanish in the eating
All bliss is sugars melting in the mouth



WITHIN THOSE DAYS

(Written in 1911 inside the front cover of Owens school book of
A Midsummer-Nights Dream)

When glossy celandine forgets to flower,
And bugle blooms where hyacinth hath
sweet moods and mystery been
And those things...which least

Men need a poets tongue to tell them of,
I made a wayward journey, thor new paths.
Alone I went, as is my mournful fate,
I  went in quest of healing for a body tired,
And new enthusiasm for a soul
... to love
Grown faint in praise of beauty and of truth

And furthermore I half-forknew,
Some vision waited me, even to me
As unto those old dreamers on May Morn
When Englands muse was young.



HANDLING UPON THE FAIRY-STRANGE ENCHANTMENTS

Handling upon the fairy-strange enchantments
of philosophy
I touched a spell which, for one hour,
read
Made null
Annulled the rule of time, as
surely as a Arabian,  
But bitterly I rued it,
For it made my life appear
As a thing past, and ever since
The face of Nature smiles
on me
With torturing sweetness
As she aye hath smiled
On those who bid farewell
to her.

....Aspens hover, like clouds
Fairies just alighting


FULL SPRINGS OF THOUGHT AROUND ME RISE

Full springs of Thought around me rise
Like Rivers Four to water my fair garden.
Eastwards, where lie wide woodlands, rich as Arden,
From out the beechen solitudes hath sprung
A stream of verse from aerial Shelleys tongue,
While, as he drifted on between the banks
Of happy Thames, the waters neath the planks
Of his light boat gurgled contentedly
And ever with his dreams kept company.
Today, the music of the slow, turmoiling river,
The music of the rapid vision-giver,
To me are vocal both.
To eastward, too,
A churchyard sleeps, and one infirm old yew,
Where in the shadows of the fading day,
Musing on faded lives, sate solemn Gray.
There to majestic utterance his soul was wrought,
And still his mighty chant is fraught
With golden teaching for the world, and speaks
Strong things with sweetness unto whoso seeks.
Yet can I never sit low at his feet
And, questioning, a gracious answer meet.
For he is gone, and his high dignity
Lost in the past (tho he may haply be
Far in Futurity as well).
To north
Are hills where Arnold wandered forth
Which, like his verse, still undulate in calm
And tempered beauty.
And the marriage-psalm
Was sung oer Tennyson, small space away.

Let me attain
To talk with him, and share his confidence.


AT DAWN, I LOVE TO STRAY UPON THE MEETING-LINE

(Written at Dunsden, early 1912)

At Dawn, I love to stray upon the meeting-line
Of misty seas and iron rocks
To hear the licking waves
About the gules of caves
Sucking their food from caves
To start at sudden billow-shocks  

To muse upon our planets vast design
The bitter feud of stone and brine
The slowly moving coasts; the battling brine,
Each having power oer others might
And both oer mine.

To muse the bitter feud of tone and brine
Changing unceasingly our Plane ts vast design
Each having power oer others might
And both oer mine.


THE WEST! I DARE NOT PASS INTO THE WEST

The West! I dare not pass into the West
So teeming with imaginary woes
Tho realest sufferings make this island blest
hell
A curse. More mystery the watery throes
Speak now to me than ever to man
Who pierced them first
My Mother had an only brother once.
Unto the midmost lands of that vast
continent went he.
Messages were scarce, and twas not long
Eer the dumb emblems of his voice
might
Ceased, as doth a singer gripped by
a sudden death

To gaze upon its map O what a dread.
The finger shakes to trace the names
Names
Which stand for a million breathing men
Huddled in cities  
I  fear the excessive might of mountain
I  fear much more the stifling strain of cities
Where millions breed, and the fierce greed


SONNET: WHEN I PERCEIVE, BY WATCHING OTHER MENS

When I perceive, by watching other mens
peering inward thro an inward lens
And listening when alone to inward things,
grave
How my life, more lurdane day by day,
Runs on a swinging filament like gossamer.
When I observe...
When I do hear the life-threads a
multitude of others
snapping like thunder round...

(Altho to duller ears, the sound is heard not tilltis very near)

Then, I avow that I will never wed
Nor will awake another entity
To that bitterness which we call consciousness.

And could I turn the shifting of mans
I  raise a blast to shut an iron door,
Will... locked against the entrance of another soul
To this our Hell. And so of fuel starved
Its flames should utterly be dead
within a century.

...And were I God

Because I know not whither nor the Way.
The Way.
And All should then be Nothing; Nothing all.
That I will never wed nor wake letheal
Another entity from sleep...ing
Without beginnning, the to this wakeful anguish
Without end.
For I have read how to an abandoned mine
Snakes found their way, but no escape could make.

Yet these, tho hissing at their horrid jail,
Bred; and made hissing increase of their woe
An hundred fold.

And can men, plunging and writhing round this lightless, scopeless pit,
Breed, and increase their woe a million-fold?



SPRING NOT, SPRING NOT IN MY WILD EYES, O TEARS

Spring not, spring not in my wild eyes, O Tears:
This is no place where I may
to yield to thee
I were a fool to yield to thee!
custom
Thou art despised: the fashion of these years
Forbids thy brimming joy to me.

And it is long ago, aye long ago
Far in the dim antiquity
Since tears were honoured things; since they did glow
As jewels of the souls nobility

Times past, heart-strings strung
Ah then, when feeling was tense;
And tender sould were overwrought
Hot Tears were as a gushing eloquence
And spoke unutterable thought.
Then, to the weeper came they as a mist
Blinding
Unto the wept-for one.
I  shelter thee, thou warmest me
In dual unity.

Beat on, beat on, beat on, O heart of mine;
Drum louder, faster
Throb faster, faster, faster throb,
loud within me, louder throb,

Drum, on, drum on
Flow, on, flow on

Welcome the tract of sand at set of sun
footsteps crawl
W hereon the feet do drag which try to run
Yet must run or the night
This will make thee faster beat.
tract of
Welcome the sterile years at close of life
When I shall strive to gain what has been lost

...bound
like horse at a hurdle
 curdle.

...like the sudden stamp
f the hoofs of a frighted stag,
memories
Burn me, thou remembrances
Come thoughts of a frittered minutes, wasted hours
Scald me thou thoughts of wreckèd blasted powers

O  Chaff, I cast upon the winds return!
And fiercer make the Retribution Furnace burn,
pulse  retributive
convulse

...Thou dost thy work
That Heart & Soul, are only names -
Shreds of an animistic theory long since worn,
But names of what? of what? out-worn
to
Ah tell me now in tatters torn
And now quite torn

By testing prongs of harsh philosophy,

Leap as an angry bull before the sacrifice,
Shaking the flimsy temple of my corse

Heart, thou hast been a fount of crimson desperateness
Whence issue



IMPRESSIONIST

Although his speech ran suavely as a valse
His empty heart gave hollow echoes, false
As ring the vacant citys, late at night,
narrow
His eyelids shot a thin, suspicious light:

Such shines tho
As might the shutters of an evil house.
The more good taste might scavenge, scrub, & souse
mind
The more alleys of his soul to disembarras:
The more it left them stony-stark, - like Paris.

And as the erections of his life grew high
And as the new ambitions piled fast and thick
So narrower was his knowledge of the sky
So denser was his air with dust of brick.

He valued every man. at market price:
The market well laid out by legislature
Large public parks his cognisance of nature
Were all his idea
Well satisfied his and cognisance of Nature.
And Neat cemeteries his garden of paradise.



O, JESUS, NOW THINE OWN SELF SPEAKING

(This fragment is most likely a draft of stanzas 3 and 4 of a hymn translated from Latin, for which Owen won second prize in a competition organized by the magazine Bible Society Gleanings in November 1911)

O, Jesus, now thine own self speaking,
O  Tell how thy strong hand
Prepares a way, without our seeking,
For thy loved, faithful band;
and how wouldest
That Thou wilt ever keep from
And may thou ever keep from falling
Thy weak and helpless child, quit
That he may leave the fight and brawling,
Triumphant, undefiled.
Yes, lord, tho storms are fiercer growing
And night is dark and long,
We would take courage, always knowing
In thy strength we are strong
Tis thy strength makes us strong.
And thus with trust and joy eer
heightening

Step on our heavenly way,
And hail, before we see it brightening,
The great eternal day.


EVE OF ST. MARK.

And as a peach-fruit, hard as stone
Between twelve Autumn morns & eveves
Will soften to the ripest pulp;
So, in twelve instants which to him
Were long outdrawn as balmy autumn eves,
Her beauty melted suddenly.
And then his broad lips trembled oer
That nectrarine cheek
His broad lips trembled oer her cheek
Like the long peach leaves afluttering
round their fruit.


WHY SHOULD THE ANGUISH OF LEAVING THOSE WE LOVE

Why should the anguish of leaving those we love
Be keener than the joy of meeting them again?
Why is the bitterness of tears intenser far
sweetness of the smiles we smile at greeting:
Than the laugh we laugh in greeting?

Why is our waking to this world
A sickening thing, as of one who wakes
from opiate dreams?
And why our passing...

Why is our passing from the world itself
of bitterness infecting all our days
A thing whose bitterness savour
infecteth all our days.

And yet our coming hath no joy

Our wakening to this life is one of pain
It hath.... Attended with it the mist, the sickened gust
Of one who wakes from opiate...
slumbers opiate foul narcotic sleep?

The anguish - the inner strain
That rends our hearts at parting
Why should this be keener far
Than the joy of meeting those dear
true loves
parted friends again.



HOW DO THE HEAVENS RULE MY MOODS!

How do the heavens rule my moods!
Een as the Gods above them rule our fates!
For when the morn but half awakes,
Hides its fair beauty under bedded clouds
How can my Soul rouse from its couched sleep -

When the afternoon sets drearily
And smothers hope of evening glory under
dragging clouds
What comfort then in walks abroad
Or even books
read by the grey-lit

And when at eve the half-dead light dies quite,
Reft of sweet twilight or one sunset gleam,
hopeless
And the empty air wind
Blusters along, burdened with its shaggy
load of clouds
And the dark air hums thro the
swinging branches of a leafless ash -
 How mourns my soul within herself
How desolate she shrinks  

To drop the pen, and after sweet repast,
To pass into the evening-scented air,
And thread, alone or with some friend near
The avenues, well-peopled, some city-walls.

To be secure of hours of fair daylight,
To catch the coy looks of the maidens, then,
To watch the smartness of the women of that
town,

To win with many smiles, one curl of lip
a fair  a
From a gay face among that happy crowd,

And see, as if by a revelation,
suddenly,
How
in such smiles all Beauty is summed up
This is to feel vain searchings after Truth
At end.
This is to Live


TIS BUT LOVES SHADOW - THAT SO HAUNTS MY THOUGHT

Tis but loves shadow - that so haunts my thought,
A shadow to the might loves of old
fight  to fight
To loose whose grip was more than hero wrought.

To loose Whose grip was mortal,
A shadow, but how sweet!
Aye,
Now three-score days her
olive limbs have lain
So very still
So still, so weary-still upon their little bed
And all that time my spirit watching there,
And since not a morn or eve but I have watched
Studying her pale, pale head.
In spirit in very flesh.
Hath loved that patient head.
worships... pillowed head.

Scarce leaves a cheek so pallid
Strange, that the blanch of sickness, and the
dark-cirqued eye
start musing...
Should call my... which too used hath been
To revel in a blush, a jocund brow, and shy.
Strange, and most blessed too.
Tonight, unknown to her or any soul,
is sleeping all enwrapped
Her soul doth sleep enwrapped in mine.

Before, O Pain or Death! ye trouble her,
First break through the hushèd chambers of my heart!

Lo! the sweet meed of care for such a one!
The aged tenement wherein she is breathing now
Scarce proof against the intrusion of the storm,
Becomes a holy refuge unprofaned
For my wracked mind to shelter... around,

Thither when pressed by over-righteous men
Or base unrighteousness within -
I speed in thought, and hide me and am safe

...The candle gutters in the socket
The cloudy wind without and shakes the
rattling panes
But the dark night air
Stirs not one outer filim of her warm curly hair.

City and duty, study and failure, philosophy
and doubt,

Harass me not...
They cannot enter there.
Tonight, unknown maybe to her, fair sufferer,
Her childish soul is sleeping folded close in mine:
Before, O Fear, O Pain, O Death, ye trouble her,
Break through this living shrine!
Shatter

Not unrequited is my spirit-love
Although for one too young to answer, or to see;
wounded
For now the nest where soft she lies, a patient dove,
Is as a shrine for me.

Wherein, when Thoughts press hardest on my brow,
Or over-righteous men make all my senses chafe,
I am sinking in a
Or inward vision sees-a- foul, unrighteous slough,
inward sense becomes
My mind flees, and is safe.

Evn now I see her there not quite asleep?
Yet slumbrously half-closed, those faery-lidded eyes...
Slowly around the aged clock the fingers creep;
And the low fire dies.

The candle gutters in the socket old;
Adown the chimney-flue the night complains;
Howling for entrance from the moorlands cold,
And taps the rattling panes.

But the dank wandering of the airs without
Stirs not one outer thread of her warm curled hair.

And pillowed so, I rest from Thought and Care
and Doubt.
 find me
They cannot there.



HEARTS AND TARTS

I heard low sobbing as I passed her door,
I heard a sob as I passed by her door;
her voice
And, creeping to her bed, perceived she wept,
guessed
I know the little woes- she sorrowed oer
Would cost her many tears before she slept;

And though I loved and yearnèd for
the child,
And therefore (strange illation!) should depart
I  leant on her, and kissed her till she smiled.
And then I asked her of her secret smart.

Is it because you cannot learn some art,
That you are fretting now, when you should sleep;
Because you cannot make a frock, or bake a tart,
And others laugh; do they often scold and make you weep?
Because in songs you cannot sing your part?
Ah! mind not! They do not know, as I,
That you have made and tuned a Poets heart!
She laughed, and forthwith slumbered;
So I went.
And it was sweet to steal her tears away
And weep them through my own eyes in content;
And tune to her rich sobs my musèd lay -
And use her sobs for the music of my lay
How strange...

It was that one should so be teased
For artlessness, and put to such a dole,
Who called forth sweetness from a
throat diseased
And gave my rugged being, A Poet-Soul.
And wrought in my poor clay, a Poet-Soul
from my base flesh,

And out of dust, created me a Soul.



THERE IS A SET OF MEN TODAY WHO DEAL

(Written at Hampstead Heath in September 1912, when Owen travelled to London to visit Keats house)

There is a set of men today who deal
Or think they deal - with spirits of the past.
They see and hear and speak to them
And are seen, heard, and answered.
I  scoff not nor deny their beliefs;
And would know more of them,
But meanwhile, as I cross this Heath,
Without a magic word or medium, or trance,
I  walk with spirits, and the voice
Of men long dead is busy at my ear.
That House, which men of trade or business
Regard no more than others,
Is haunted terribly and sweetly, to my senses,

For every Book becomes a Magic Book
To whoso reads aright
And every Dead undying
Unto him who loves the Sprite.


SCIENCE CONTRADICTED

When women empty dressing-tables-drawers
And men turn trowser-pockets inside-out.
When Kate forgets to dust beneath the bookcase,
And matter is created out of nothing.

When... the hat from its accustomed place
The match-box from the drawing room mantle
piece
The sixpence from the Sunday clothes,
The Railway ticket - key

...Shaking the mountain-city, its thrones...
Think not I speak with vain rhetoric
As many an idle Cavalier of Spain
strutting be,
It is no bombast, or if bombast it may
Tis such as these cunning Indians
To guard their hearts; not,
As in Europe, puff the figure to heroic shape.

Another day dawns,
sallow, grim, morose.

Gloomier
than midnight
Tho no stars studded its blank,
Embittering the sweet,
Clouding the clear,

(the drowsy-lidded stars)
the large stars, twitched, as...


LISTEN! THE MULTITUDE IS WAILING FOR ITS SINS

Listen! the multitude is wailing for its sins.
They cry, many from a - heart, for Peace,
And the stern music groans with them,
So have men wailed these thousand years
Daily they kneel, and plead, and sigh, and weep,
And they are wailing now
But I am ware how their poor plaints
Pierces not the muffled regions
of the clouds

Much less the vacant throne beyond the stars.
Now, they are still-; the minutes
slowly go,
And once again the singing
rises wild.
Heard you that raucous shriek?
That was a harlots laugh,
O think! While pious hundreds mourn their petty sins.
As many more are
chuckling over gross ones.
Likely enough, a devil
leapt in hell
To hear it.
- For I can believe
in Hell.
From what I saw...



NOW, WHATS YOUR POET, BUT A CHILD OF NINE?

(This fragment was written at Dunsden in January 1913 and is believed to be Owens humorous response to Wordsworths I ask what is meant by the word poet? in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 1802)

Now, whats your Poet, but a Child of Nine?
Wholl peak and pine
For toys and trifles all life long,
Wholl weep and whine
For all things that to other lives belong.

Oh, whats your Poet but a delicate swine?
Oh!  
 Nought so divine
To him, as bloomy fruit, cream
Juice,
And saccharine;
write all night daily
On these hell muse by and dream...

Oh!
And whats your Poet but a Porcupine?
In some snug chine
Of meadowland he loves to lie upcurled;
With prods malign
Warding away the annoyance of the world?...

And whats your Poet but a wanton fine?
He rolls his eyne
Down all  making
All down the ages; he makes every Fair
His concubine speaks
And... And never... but of
Beauty rare.

And whats your Poet but a slave to Wine,
Or drugs benign:
Drenched in narcotics dreaming time away
Softly supine,
While others bear the burdens of the day.

And whats your Poet but an ivy-vine?
Something hell over twine and sometimes
Fair... bases themes
...words oer rotten stumps but what he
... undermine,
ruins

...And renders noble each subjects
And leaves the noble flowery wrecks

N.B. written off in a fit of anti-poetism.
 The harping on the rime is intentional
& meant to help the argument -
based on the a poet is a childish
quotation pan-amorous,
morph
a parasite  a sulk
a parasite, a sensual, boor,
quotation specially invented for the poem
By the Author.



SCENE: CON VAL-ESCENT STAGE OF NEW MONIA

Time: The large hours of the day.

Myself, discovered, maundering, to slow music.
Your exit, sir, with flourish easy,
Of thunder and of lightning (greasy)
Affords me, now, in fault of better
And emblem of your wellcome letter.

The levin representing giddy
The speedy way you reached the close;
Afraid of boring me with details though
As you yarned some darned old sea ale,
Apologise for being nimble,
As if my brain-box were a thimble.

And so the thunders well
Of my loud growling for more lines.
These rimes will turn out faulty - very -
For lo! I scorns a dictionerry.
But when O Coz; I had your P.C.
(Inwardly white and pure and fleecy any
But edged like any Roman missal)
Held promise of a new epistle
I stowed my grunts, and lay & smoke,
thoughtful
And kicked me for a rantipole...
Then up and cut a caracole,

(- Upon a Sabbath day it fell,
And squashed Sabbath like a shell.)
For what with laughing over Dickens
And what with quaffing broth of chickens

...And Doones, and smashing Carvers,
My strength returns - proffered ballad;
Or doctor to the moneyed malade
Yea, strength returns like Mss
Or sow to her beloved cess.
...by these choice similes!
...what imaginative ease
...catch frame wondrous

...stead of pinching you with strictures,
...to compliment your fancy
On similar powers of necromancy:
You speak of adding to your gallery
And so display a depth of  
This rime is one to much for me
I pray you use your charity.
Indeed the lot are faulty - very -
But! I scorns a dictionerry. lawk!

Quite unsuspected in a tyro
To find this rime Ive searched to Cairo
This rimes no nearer home than
(To rime this last begone to Cairo)
find this rime explore at
But still, how many daubs or scratches
Will Make a Gallery of their patches-
In sooths a very knotty question
Like that which gave the indigestion
To heavys choolmen, many a beadle;
Upon the point on one sharp needle
Could sit how many angels? Now, I wis

You grow aweary of all this.
But all is vanity, all is vanity.

And very much more is calm insanity
Ho! warden let the portcullus fall
I mean the curtain; and withal
See that it grazes well
not ma plume.

P.S.

Now Mondays here. I resume.
To Goosegirls; worth
Thank for a franc.
Glad you say the for
And sonnet, too, if I were game.
Dont care for L. of Shallot.
She looks so sulky; sits so squat,
Tis sad she lived before the days
Of curling pins and whale-bone stays,
fresh
I  see-the-airs soon chapped her lips.

What mean those lit tallow dips.
Is she about to knock them flat.
With that smal chair? or whats she at?


HERE ALL THE SUMMER COULD I STAY

(Written at Torquay in 1913, the fragment puns on Keats poem At Teignmouth)

Here all the Summer could I stay
For theres better than tin,
Than kings tin;
Theres Health for the heart and the head;
And I wake from my dream;
And I relish good cream,
And fatten on barley bread.



I BEGAN TO RUN

Im a runner!
You can tell by the way Im developed,
That an athletic  cove am I
For a ten-mile running championship
One time I had a try
The people banged and flung
Through all the racin track

I stood quite still, but when the people theyad turned
their back,
Then I began to run, to run.
Then for a change I did
A gallop I collared the prizes under me arm
Then I began to run.
When I look at a girl, its all over
She cant resist me glance.
One night about ten yards
I saw a Girl by chance,
I hurried to the fair ones side
And tried to tell the tale
Id no idea of leaving,
But when she removed her veil
Then I began ter run, ter run; then for a
change I did a gallop; I covered the place, she
said was her face; then I began
My wife said ter me this momin, she said
if Iad a few moreoles down my chest, Id
make a good tin-whistle. Ay, I am a good
OOf course it just depends oos after me
runner; I seen me when I been favourite
of a big race
to stop me from
theyvead ter throw buckets o water over me. But
of course
I ve run. I dont say Ive won; but Ive
run, I run. I know I was wet when
I come in.
I  went to get a job at the Plumbers
shop this mornin. I saw him outside, mendin
winder, so I asked im dide want any
strong me toelp im. He says Can yer ran
Putty?
 Ay, Run Puttey? Ive ran Puttys
Father!


WRITTEN ON A JUNE NIGHT, 1911

feeleth not 
Who hath not felt, when June bereaves our land
deprive us
Of easeful Night,
Some weariness, same fear, some hate
…Of tedious Light,
Hot Light, -that earlier and more late,
dazing
Under our eyelids thrusts its parching brand?
Beneath our thrusts a flaring brand.

As might a sick man mid
Like a sick man amid a boisterous crew,
Without escape.
I lie and hear listen to
Am I among the restless birds
That pipe and jape
Who still will bickering
And twitter querulous words
Save for two quiet hours, the whole night through,
a little moment all


AN IMPERIAL ELEGY

Not one corner of a foreign field
But a span as wide as Europe;
An appearance of a titans grave,
And the length thereof a thousand miles,
It crossed all Europe like a mystic road,
Or as the Spirits Pathway lieth on the night.
And I heard a voice crying
This is the Path of Glory.




I KNOW THE MUSIC

All sounds have been as music to my listening:
Pacific lamentations of slow bells,
The crunch of boots on blue snow rosy-glistening,
Shuffle of autumn leaves; and all farewells:

Bugles that sadden all the evening air,
And country bells clamouring their last appeals
Before [the] music of the evening prayer;
Bridges, sonorous under carriage wheels.

Gurgle of sluicing surge through hollow rocks,
The gluttonous lapping of the waves on weeds,
Whisper of grass; the myriad-tinkling flocks,
The warbling drawl of flutes and shepherds reeds.

The orchestral noises of October nights
Blowing ( ) symphonetic storms
Of startled clarions ( )
Drums, rumbling and rolling thunderous and ( ).

Thrilling of throstles in the keen blue dawn,
Bees fumbling and fuming over sainfoin-fields.




BUT I WAS LOOKING AT THE PERMANENT STARS

Bugles sang, saddening the evening air,
And bugles answered, sorrowful to hear.

Voices of boys were by the river-side.
Sleep mothered them; and left the twilight sad.
The shadow of the morrow weighed on men.

Voices of old despondency resigned,
Bowed by the shadow of the morrow, slept.

( ) dying tone
Of receding voices that will not return.
The wailing of the high far-travelling shells
And the deep cursing of the provoking ( )

The monstrous anger of our taciturn guns.
The majesty of the insults of their mouths.




BEAUTY

The beautiful, the fair, the elegant,
Is that which pleases us, says Kant,
Without a thought of interest or advantage.

I used to watch men when they spoke of beauty
And measure their enthusiasm. One
An old man, seeing a ( ) setting sun,
Praised it ( ) a certain sense of duty
To the calm evening and his time of life.
I know another man that never says a Beauty
But of a horse; ( )

Men seldom speak of beauty, beauty as such,
Not even lovers think about it much.
Women of course consider it for hours
In mirrors; ( )

A shrapnel ball -
Just where the wet skin glistened when he swam -
Like a fully-opened sea-anemone.
We both said What a beauty! What a beauty, lad
I knew that in that flower he saw a hope
Of living on, and seeing again the roses of his home.
Beauty is that which pleases and delights,
Not bringing personal advantage - Kant.
But later on I heard
A canker worked into that crimson flower
And that he sank with it
And laid it with the anemones off Dover.




SPELLS & INCANTATION

A vague pearl, a wan pearl
You showed me once; I peered through far-gone winters
Until my mind was fog-bound in that gem.

Blue diamonds, cold diamonds
You shook before me, so that out of them
Glittered and glowed vast diamond dawns of spring.

Tiger-eyed rubies, wrathful rubies
You rolled. I watched their hot hearts fling
Flames from each glaring summer of my life.

Quiet amber, mellow amber
You lifted; and behold the whole air rife
With evening, and the auburn autumn cloud.

But pale skin, your pearl skin
Show this to me, and I shall have surprise
Of every snow-lit dawn before it break.

But clear eyes, your fresh eyes
Open; that I may laugh, and lightly take
All air of early April in one hour.

But brown curls, O shadow me with curls,
Full of September mist, half-gleam, half-glower,
And I shall roam warm nights in lands far south.




CRAMPED IN THAT FUNNELLED HOLE

Cramped in that funnelled hole, they watched the dawn
Open a jagged rim around; a yawn
Of deaths jaws, which had all but swallowed them
Stuck in the bottom of his throat of phlegm.

They were in one of many mouths of Hell
Not seen of seers in visions, only felt
As teeth of traps; when bones and the dead are smelt
Under the mud where long ago they fell
Mixed with the sour sharp odour of the shell.




AS BRONZE MAYBE MUCH BEAUTIFIED

As bronze may be much beautified
By lying in the dark damp soil,
So men who fade in dust of warfare fade
Fairer, and sorrow blooms their soul.

Like pearls which noble women wear
And, tarnishing, awhile confide
Unto the old salt sea to feed,
Many return more lustrous than they were.

But what of them buried profound,
Buried where we can no more find.
Who ( )
Lie dark for ever under abysmal war?




THE ROADS ALSO HAVE THEIR WISTFUL REST

The roads also have their wistful rest,
When the weathercocks perch still and roost,
And the looks of men turn kind to clocks
And the trams go empty to their drome.
The streets also dream their dream.

The old houses muse of the old days
And their fond trees leaning on them doze.
On their steps chatter and clatter stops
For the cries of other times hold men
And they hear the unknown moan.

They remember alien ardours and far futures
And the smiles not seen in happy features.
Their begetters call them from the gutters;
In the gardens unborn child-souls wail,
And the dead scribble on walls.

Though their own child cry for them in tears,
Women weep but hear no sound upstairs.
They believe in love they had not lived
And passion past the reach of stairs
To the worlds towers or stars.


The Poems
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Craiglockhart War Hospital in Edinburgh, where the injured Owen was sent to convalesce in 1917. It was while staying here that Owen met Siegfried Sassoon.
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The hospital in Owens time
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Inside the hospital


LIST OF POEMS IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER
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TO POESY

WRITTEN IN A WOOD, SEPTEMBER 1910

MY DEAREST COLIN

SONNET

LINES WRITTEN ON MY NINETEENTH BIRTHDAY

SUPPOSED CONFESSIONS OF A SECONDRATE SENSITIVE MIND IN DEJECTION

O BELIEVE THAT GOD GIVES YOU ALL THAT HE PROMISES

LITTLE CLAUS AND BIG CLAUS

THE RIVALS

A RHYMED EPISTLE TO E.L.G.

THE DREAD OF FALLING INTO NAUGHT

SCIENCE HAS LOOKED, AND SEES NO LIFE BUT THIS:

THE LITTLE MERMAID

THE TWO REFLECTIONS

DEEP UNDER TURFY GRASS AND HEAVV CLAY

UNTO WHAT PINNACLES OF DESPERATE HEIGHTS

IMPROMPTU

SONNET/DAILY I MUSE ON HER

BUT IT IS NOT ENOUGH TO LOOK UPON A ROLLING MAIN

URICONIUM

WHEN LATE I VIEWED THE GARDENS OF RICH MEN

LONG AGES PAST IN EGYPT THOU WERT WORSHIPPED

O WORLD OF MANY WORLDS, O LIFE OF LIVES

THE TIME WAS AEON; AND THE PLACE ALL EARTH

NOCTURNE

IMPROMPTU: NOW, LET ME FEEL

A PALINODE

IT WAS A NAVV BOY, SO PRIM, SO TRIM

WHEREAS MOST WOMEN LIVE THIS DIFFICULT LIFE

A NEW HEAVEN

THE STORM

TO THE BITTER SWEET-HEART:

ROUNDEL

HOW DO I LOVE THEE?

THE FATES

HAPPINESS

SONG OF SONGS

HAS YOUR SOUL SIPPED

THE SWIFT

INSPECTION

WITH AN IDENTITY DISC

THE PROMISERS

MUSIC

ANTHEM FOR DOOMED YOUTH

WINTER SONG

SIX OCLOCK IN PRINCES STREET

THE ONE REMAINS

THE SLEEPING BEAUTY

THE CITY LIGHTS ALONG THE WATERSIDE

AUTUMNAL

THE UNRETURNING

PERVERSITY

MAUNDY THURSDAY

THE PERIL OF LOVE

THE POET IN PAIN

WHITHER IS PASSED THE SOFTLY-VANISHED DAY?

ON MY SONGS

TO  

TO EROS

1914

PURPLE

ON A DREAM

STUNNED BY THEIR LIFES EXPLOSION INTO LOVE

FROM MY DIARY, JULY 1914

THE BALLAD OF MANY THORNS

I SAW HIS ROUND MOUTHS CRIMSON DEEPEN AS IT FELL

APOLOGIA PRO POEMATE MEO

LE CHRISTIANISME

HOSPITAL BARGE

SWEET IS YOUR ANTIQUE BODY,NOT YET YOUNG

PAGE EGLANTINE

THE RIME OF THE YOUTHFUL MARINER

WHO IS THE GOD OF CANONGATE?

MY SHY HAND

AT A CALVARY NEAR THE ANCRE

MINERS

THE LETTER

CONSCIOUS

SCHOOLMISTRESS

DULCE ET DECORUM EST (SASSOON VERSION)

DULCE ET DECORUM EST (STALLWORTHY VERSION)

A TEAR SONG

THE DEAD-BEAT

INSENSIBILITY

STRANGE MEETING

SONNET. ON SEEING A PIECE OF OUR HEAVY ARTILLERYBROUGHT INTO ACTION

ASLEEP

ARMS AND THE BOY

THE SHOW

FUTILITY

THE END

S.I.W.

THE CALLS

TRAINING

THE NEXT WAR

GREATER LOVE

THE LAST LAUGH

MENTAL CASES

THE CHANCES

THE SEND-OFF

THE PARABLE OF THE OLD MAN AND THE YOUNG

DISABLED

A TERRE

THE KIND GHOSTS

SOLDIERS DREAM

I AM THE GHOST OF SHADWELL STAIR

ELEGY IN APRIL AND SEPTEMBER

EXPOSURE

THE SENTRY

SMILE, SMILE, SMILE

SPRING OFFENSIVE

BEFORE READING A BIOGRAPHY OF KEATS FOR THE FIRST TIME.

CONSUMMATION IS CONSUMPTION

WITHIN THOSE DAYS

HANDLING UPON THE FAIRY-STRANGE ENCHANTMENTS

FULL SPRINGS OF THOUGHT AROUND ME RISE

AT DAWN, I LOVE TO STRAY UPON THE MEETING-LINE

THE WEST! I DARE NOT PASS INTO THE WEST

SONNET: WHEN I PERCEIVE, BY WATCHING OTHER MENS

SPRING NOT, SPRING NOT IN MY WILD EYES, O TEARS

IMPRESSIONIST

O, JESUS, NOW THINE OWN SELF SPEAKING

EVE OF ST. MARK.

WHY SHOULD THE ANGUISH OF LEAVING THOSE WE LOVE

HOW DO THE HEAVENS RULE MY MOODS!

TIS BUT LOVES SHADOW - THAT SO HAUNTS MY THOUGHT

HEARTS AND TARTS

THERE IS A SET OF MEN TODAY WHO DEAL

SCIENCE CONTRADICTED

LISTEN! THE MULTITUDE IS WAILING FOR ITS SINS

NOW, WHATS YOUR POET, BUT A CHILD OF NINE?

SCENE: CON VAL-ESCENT STAGE OF NEW MONIA

HERE ALL THE SUMMER COULD I STAY

I BEGAN TO RUN

WRITTEN ON A JUNE NIGHT, 1911
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BEAUTY

SPELLS & INCANTATION
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The towpath of the Sambre-Oise canal where, on 4th November 1918 at 5.50 a.m., Owen and his Company were lined on the bank ready to attempt a crossing and attack the Germans on the opposite bank. Owen did not survive the attack. Reportedly, he was last seen trying to cross the canal on a raft under heavy gunfire.




[image: img25.png]

The last portrait of Owen, 1918


THE LETTERS OF WILFRED OWEN
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In 1975 Wilfred Owens sister-in-law donated all of the manuscripts, photographs and letters which her late husband had owned to the University of Oxfords English Faculty Library. The letters, especially those written to the poets mother, provide a detailed insight into Owens life at the front, as well as the development of his philosophy regarding the war and his emerging style as a poet. Offering graphic details of the horrors he witnessed, blended with Owens optimistic and intelligent humour and the endearing evidence of his devoted love for friends and family, these letters provide an invaluable resource for all readers interested in the life of Englands greatest war poet.
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The first page of Owens last letter to his mother, dated October 31st 1918
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Owens mother with Emma Gunston, 1920


INDEX OF LETTERS BY YEAR OF COMPOSITION

[image: img29.png]

Juvenile Letters (1898-1910)

1911

1912

1913

1914

1915

1916

1917

1918

The Last Letter

Link for detailed table of contents


Juvenile Letters (1898-1910)
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To Susan Owen

Addressed Mary and Mother with a pattern of kisses (1898)  (Birkenhead)

My dear mother I no that you have got there safely. We are making huts. I have got a lantern, and we are lighting them up to-night.

With love from Wilfred I remain your loving son Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday 19th (April 1902)  (Underdale Road, Shrewsbury)

Dear Mother, 

Grandpa has given me as much garden as what you see from the dining room window only where the bricks are and I have got about six potatos planted, I have made another path and on the right side of it is the Vegeatble Garden and on the left is the fruit and the one you saw is the flower. It has just been raining a little for the first time but now it has stopt. We are going to Market this afternoon and I might buy some seeds. I know the children next door they have got a horse and carriage which will fit me comfortably and the path slopes like Grandpas and I can go down without anybody touching me, I can sit or stand which ever, I like.

I look something like this standing.
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Im glad Mary is better I expect Harold is. Now I must stop, my hands are begining to shake.

Kisses for all.

From your loving Wilfred 


To Leslie Gunston

15  November 1907

Shrewsbury 

Dear Vera & Leslie, 

At last, (by the way how often I begin my letters thus, I notice, too, that you have commenced so, no less than 4 times!) But I have no time for trifles now for I have much to say yet little time. Im afraid that this scribble will have to be the last Soc. letter before I make my proposed visit, (to which I look forward with the keenest delight). For in less than 4 wks the exams will be upon us, & between that time who knows what Ive got to do! Well I must get to the point. On thinking over the Rules, (for which I believe I have never yet thanked you) a new subject came into my head, that of Mountain Climbing. It is, as you will see, an almost essential branch of each of our studies, and mountaineering is also to the ambitious & strenuous outdoor naturalist, not only the noblest but the most insatiable of all noble sports. I propose that the aims of the movement shall be:

(1) The promotion of scientific study & exploration of certain glacial regions.

(2)  The cultivation of Art in relation to mt. scenery.

(3)  The Christian education of the inhabitants to an appreciation of their mt. heritage.

(4)  The encouragement of the mt. craft, & the opening ofnéw regions as a national playground.

(5)  The preservation of the natural beauties of the mt. places, & of the fauna & flora in their habitat (with special reference to V.)

It is hoped that you, V. will become the Photographic Representative, for what is Astronomy without its sister-art Photography? & some pictures showing strata, etc. would be invaluable to me. Hence I earnestly hope you will accept this office, for none is better fitted for it than you, surrounded as you are by some of the foremost works in Alpine Photography.

As for You, Les: I dont know what you will think of me for not writing to tell you of the lecture on Nov. 7. (I certainly did get flurried when I received a second letter from you!) The lecture was by A. R.HINKS. M.A. chief asstnt. to Sir Robt. Ball, Cambridge. It was entitled Our Place in the Universe & the slides were as excellent as the Lecture was instructive. It really was, however, too boring to sit there in pleasure, knowing you were missing it all. I am glad you like long letters, (I do of course) but I really cant stay at it much longer, I will answer your last letter as soon as possible. And V. dear I will write to you but if my epistles are long you must expect them to be far between. How are you progressing in your Bot: studies at the Tech:?

Amor ad omnes omnibus mittitur est! (as this flowery ending is wrong dont try it)

I remain, not doubting that you are equally faithful, A most zealous member of the A.G.B.S.

W.E.O.

P.S. I hope you will get this before Sunday, so I am going to the post myself tho its 10 P.M. It is a lovely night  a brilliant moon, & Orion looks superb in the Eastern sky. Have you seen it? It is nice, tho we are separated by hundreds of miles to be able to gaze on the same objects! If possible would you tell me how to find Mars. I am rather vague as to its position at present, so I would be grateful for some directions.

W


To Susan Owen

18 April 1908  Alpina 

My own dear Mother, 

I must send you another little note while I have got the chance, as Leslie is now doing his homework, (that is I am doing one half of it, & Auntie the other.) Gordon did not get up at 6 to go bug-hunting, but he is going this morning. I think it is going to be fine although it began to rain this morning. Yesterday we had beautiful weather, the sun was out nearly all day. We went to the lantern service. I did enjoy it; the pictures were very beautiful, thirty-nine in all & all selected by Mr. Moore.

He explained all the slides, so that each was quite a little sermon. The Church Room was crowded, so that about 20 people were standing at the doors! After some of Mr. Moores graphic descriptions there was a great deal of suspicious blowing of noses & one person fainted at the door.

I dont think I told you Mr. Moores text yesterday morning. It was Pilates sermon, as he called it: Behold the man He told us a lot about Pontius Pilatus, & then about The Man. In this he referred to Mr. Macdonalds sermon on man (Gen. 2. 7.) on Thurs. afternoon.  did I tell you we went to church on Thurs. with Dorothy? It was a very good address. He took the meaning of the word man in Hebrew where it means a weak, feeble one.

In Greek mng: one who prays

In Latin mng: a strong one

& in Eng. mng: one who has the power of thought.

Well I must stop this letter now, as I suppose Harold will like a note.

Love to Father, hope your poor cold is gone.

Your loving boy Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

31 December 1908  Alpenrose, Kidmore End, Reading 

Dearest Mother, 

So sorry to keep you waiting for a letter till next year but when you read the programme I have been filling up these days you will see I had not much time for writing.

The journey was most uncomfortable. In half an hours time my feet were frozen & went on getting worse and worse, & my sufferings were increased by the prospect of three hours more w ith no means of relief.

However a lady ordered a portah to bwing a foot warmah which comforting article she invited us to share.

Vera met us at Reading; we drove up in a kind of trap, I in Leslies Inverness & Mary in sundry cloaks of Aunties.

Before tea the fowls etc. were inspected & Leslie took me (on bicycles) to the Smithie & Mrs. Bakers cottage.

The snow was very thin down here then, but on Tuesday it snowed all. day, and froze hard, with the result of a fine dry covering so deep that the snow-plough was used yesterday. We went to Kidmore Pond to see if there was skating but found ice broken & covered with snow.

On Wednesday morning Uncle had made a toboggan, the height of whose runners was 2 ins. so that it was useless in thick snow. Howbeit Dorothy, Vera, Leslie, Mary & I were going to try it on Peppard Common when we met the Cates with the news that Kidmore Pool would bear. Thither therefore proceeded Leslie, George, Geoff, & I to find we could skate around the sides, But the ice was frightfully hard being composed of wet snow frozen, & so presenting a surface like a species of nutmeg-grater. Dorothy was meanwhile toboganning down Peppard Common, Mary & Vera not indulging in the dangerous pastime. I stayed in in the afternoon & imbibed Cassells Popular Science.

In the evening Dorothy Leslie the Catess & I took the toboggan to Peppard Common, & had a simply splendidrippinggrandmajesticgloriousdelightfulscrumtiousexquisitelyexcruciating time. The moon was overclouded but there was light enough to see the dark forms against the snow.

When I went to bed last night I found blocks of ice floating about in my water-jug and this morning it was thicker still so you can imagine what a time we are having.

After breakfast Uncle spied tracks of a hare all about the garden.

Uncle loaded his gun & we stealthily made our way to the Pit where it was supposed to be hiding. Approaching the stable the sound of many waters broke upon our wondering ears  thrusting the loaded gun into Leslies hand he broke in to find a deluge of water spurting about over the bags of meal, etc, the tools, & the cows. The first thing to be done was to turn off the water at the main.

Now the main tap was in the road covered with quickly melting snow, & to find it was no easy thing. We frantically scraped, & kicked & shovelled & dug like searchers for hidden treasure until at last it was unearthed & the supply stopped. The tools & nails were conveyed to the house to dry, but the bags of meal were ruined. One sack worth £1. is utterly soaked, & unless used up at once will rot or turn sour, so I think Uncle will sell it for the pheasants.

It is fast thawing now but still horribly cold 8c a thick mist envelopes the land.

I am glad the boys had some tobogganning.

I had myself looked out that iron for sledge-runners!

Tea will soon be ready  the last day of the year is now closing.  so must this letter.

With best love from Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard (Postmark 18 July 7.90.9)  (Postmark Brest)

Dearest Mother, 

This is a summary of events:

Friday Night. Did not once lose consciousness in train.

Sat. Mng. Almost got carried on to Penzance, there being change at North Road, Plym. Embarked IBEX. Slept in clothes in common saloon.

Awoke (tired) at 8. Passed thro various fogs, till about 5 oclock engines suddenly stopped, & ship lay tossing frightfully (deck angle 35°.) Fog increased  so did anxiety. We were lost! Soundings were made but to no purpose, & we lay helplessly drifting. The log showed we were only a few miles off the most dangerous coast of the channel, 

& we could only see a few furlongs! However, the melancholy siren attracted a pilot. Such was the state of the sea, that the great bowsprit of his boat was smashed like a match! Pilot finally lost himself, until certain lighthouse loomed ahead. Again we proceeded but finally were forced to anchor. We slept on deck, & only reached B. at 7 this mng.

Breakfasted at H. Continental. Then discovered Mme. Berthous to be a dirty little house over a wine-shop! Wandered about  were told of an English Mees who has directed us to an apartment. Are now at Hotel de France, comfortable but cheaper than Continental. Had an excellent lunch, and am now about to rest being exceedingly tired (went to Church this morning). No more news now.


To Susan Owen

24  December 1909  Alpenrose 

Dear Mother, 

A happy Christmas to you all!

I am writing on the veranda, with no coat on  in warm sunshine.

There is not a cloud in the sky. Cant imagine I was skating the day before yesterday.

They have had hardly any snow here.

I did spend a delightful afternoon yesterday!

I am not sure of the exact time I arrived. The box being carried by an outside porter, I reached the station yard & looked about for old Mildenhall.

I was not disconcerted to find him not there, since you had warned me. I waited five minutes, ten minutes, quarter of an hour  then enquired of the person in charge of the Inquiry Office whether he had gone. Official didnt know. Thought he had.

Three quarters of an hour gone! How I anathemised that unlucky carrier!

Imagine me with nothing whatever to do, couldnt even think  for fear of losing sight of the box, or missing the cart  watching every wretched carriage, trap, bus, van, cart, motor, etc. etc. that passed, without a moments rest. And one eye on the box at the same time.

Then darkness drew on with vast and rapid strides, and when neither Perrin nor any other carrier appeared after two hours waiting, there remained nothing but to leave the box at Station & walk. I was not at all sure of the way and in the dark too! However, people had begun to look at me askance. Was I a detective? A Spy? And perhaps they would order me off the place for loafing. So I boldly set out, resolving to pass the night in some one-roomed cottage if I got lost. By force of much enquiry I reached the hill after Caversham and there I overtook Perrin, & got in.

I arrived safely without box & passed a good night after the nervous prostration of the afternoon; the only discomforts being a dirty collar, & muddy trousers after this mornings walk.

The poultry etc. are much the same. The calf is very pretty really.

As you prognosticated  fattened fowls for Christmas!

However I descried a hare, 2 pheasants, & a tongue in the larder as well. Oh! I had a cup of tea on arriving, & a chop for supper at 8.

We are going out again this afternoon to gather decorating materials from the woods.

Best love and Christmas Wishes to all especially dear Mary, from Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Aug. 1910  Torquay 

Dearest Mother, 

I daresay you will be as astonished as I was to find a Postal Order in my letter!

The accompanying note will doubtless explain.

Leslie says he is delighted to hear of some fixed arrangements.

What are they please? And is it fixed that we leave Torquay on Tuesday? Really, I am by no means fed up with it!

The whole day to Harold & me centres round the bathing. The most enjoyable we have ever had, I think.

It is one of those rare cases where the actuality exceeds, does not fall short of, the expectation.

Since yesterday afternoon my senses have been considerably fluttered.

For I then discovered that a few furlongs away there lives a descendant of Coleridge  Miss Christabel Coleridge. I promtly discovered the house by means of a directory, and a few minutes later my heart (liver and cerebellum included)

[image: img32.png]

Would it savour too much of the tradesmans invitation to Lord Roberts if I were to interview her?

But what relics must she possess, and what information with regard to the truth of the anecdotes about Coleridge.

Archaeological interest next consumes me. My American friend tells me of a prehistoric Cavern near Meadfoot (Kents Cavern). I, however, have found out (from a Guide Book) about another and Prehistoricer cavern (as well as a Roman Camp) near Brixham.

So we are together going to Brixham on Monday afternoon (if fine.)

... (one line missing) nearly gone.

I hear scanty news of your throat!

Is it therefore quite better?


To Susan Owen

18 August 1910  Alpenrose 

My dearest Mother, 

Sorry I have not written before; I have been so actively occupied these last days.

So far I have thoroughly enjoyed myself. After all, open air coursing about is the only thing I can comfortably do here. For when I try to read, I can not lose sight of a figure sprawled across the table, kicking his slippers about the floor, tossing up a coin, a pencil, (or a pair of scissors if nothing else comes to hand), and whistling between his teeth some annoying tune.

Consequently I welcome the excursions he has planned out. I dont think I am getting overdone,  if I ever do I can counter-balance the effect by eating meat which is indisputably underdone!

To get to the point, on Tuesday we went to Silchester since Mr.

Colyer was going away the next day. Rather disappointed since the mounds have been levelled down and the pits filled up, so that the city presents the same appearance as the ordinary country, except for the walls. We found nothing particular.

Yesterday Leslies friend Mr. Wilsher, (who is a young married gentleman just beginning to collect fossils, etc.) took us (cycling) to see a great geologist and collector of prehistoric implements, who lives at Twyford, about 8 miles away. I never have seen in museum or house such a magnificent collection. Hardly less interesting was the mighty range of books on Geology, History, etc. And Mr. Treacher himself, with his long grey hair, philosophical manner, and dirty old coat, was a character I would go a long way to see. Hearing I was interested in Roman remains, he took me round to a shed and fished out a small sack.

You can have all this pottery from Silchester, he said, No, dont open it, because if I should keep half, I should always be regretting that I gave the other half away. If you, dear Mother, cannot picture to yourself, my feelings, and the semi-reluctance with which I took that sack,  then you dont know your own son.

For I knew that it contained treasures  whether I smelt or heard, or felt or tasted them I cannot say, but I knew!

Well, it turned out after Leslie carried them home on his carrier, that there were almost a hundred large pieces of various wares, (crowds of so-called Samian) including 2 with actual potters names on (rare treasures)  and, above all, just half of a superb bowl.

We have divided the fragments between us, and tossed up for the bowl. Leslie won but I secured an equal amount of other stuff, and a bone pin. We both have several genuine Roman nails.



Today we cycled out about the same distance to another place, a chalk pit in search of fossils. Found several.

Mr. W. and Leslie helped me along at times, so I am not unduly tired.

Tomorrow we hope to see the last achievements of civilization instead of its earliest records, namely the aeroplanes (real, large ones) of a friend of Mr. Wilshers.

And next day  the Exhibition!

We are debating whether I should go on early with one of the family to see the Brit. Museum in the morning, because the party do not get to the Exhibition till half past 3!!



If I pack my pottery, etc. in a suitable box, can I send it free and in safety  in advance?

Shall never get it into the porkmantle.

Excuse such quantity of matter, and such a quality of writing.

I do hope you see something of the sea, and not 



the creeping tide come up along the sand And oer and oer the sand And round and round the sand As far as eye could see!



Fondest love Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

23 August 1910  Alpenrose, Kidmore End, Reading 

My dearest Mother, 

Many, many thanks for your long letter.

Do please call upon the Canon and ask him about the fees, etc. Certainly, if it is possible, it is my wish to get into such a College. As to whether I mean (to) be a clergyman is a different matter. You well know that I dont ask myselfIs the life congenial to me but am I fitted for, am I called to, the Ministry? And it is my sure conviction that it is possible to serve Him, as you say, in any station just as well. Still, I say, as things stand, I see nothing I should rather do than enter  if possible  St. Aidans. For even if I have the brains I dont think I have the strength to read up for a degree in a situation in a school.

And really I have no desire to be chained to an elementary school for the best years of life by the Kings scholarship. Of a secondary school is very different.

As for taking up French. I never thought of it seriously, but if the opportunity should occur, I confess I do not look upon it as the last thing in the world I should take up. Very disagreeably as experience is forcing upon me the fact that money must purchase even such pleasures as good books, still do I place first things first, and regard the life whose sole aim is money-making to be the most pitiable.

Perhaps you think me still hopelessly undecided, but I hope that the Canons advice may clear things up a bit.

Auntie is going to Brixton on Friday, and returning on Tuesday.

Hence we may stay till Wednesday (for Auntie must needs see Leslie off), or, if my inclinations so direct me, I may fly back on Friday or Saturday. I am hoping to see you much less tired-looking. Tho I sometimes have sight of you in the night-season, the visits are short and unsatisfying and leave me full of anxiety about Mary (see Marys letter)!

Your verse was really clever, and in correct metre too!

Your loving son W


1911
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To Colin Owen

1 January 1911

My dearest Colin, 

How glad I was to have your little letter, To know your throat is really, truly better.

(My words, you see, are falling into verse-gear, I hope it will not make you any worse, dear!

About your new Birds Egg Book worth six shillings What can I say until myself I see it?

But now its bought so dearly, so dearly so dearly 

O  carefully use it!

Oh brown-paper-bind it!

Or youll certainly lose it, Yes, and Ill find it!

(Oh really!

Oh really!)

Then youll see it never more So dont you leave it on the floor!

(Dyou hear me, Dyou hear me?)

Now let me tell you something of my doings  

We all went out to tea last night to Painters And played a game I know youd like to play at:

We shot an air-gun at a target on their door And even Vera did her level best to score.

Hence excepting Auntie (for such sports too aged)

We might have been all Bis(i)Iey engaged.

That afternoon we also saw the Pictures

The French boys always charm me, but the mixtures Of Blood and Thunder Stories sometimes shock me.

How does Mary like her Book of Botany?

I wish I could find some Pheasants Eggs or Partridges To bring you; but I got you lots of empty cartridges.



P.S. There was a boy so wondrous wise He tried to see his nose And turning inwards both his eyes He now in glasses goes: must now be changed to There is a boy of Shrewsbury On whom all doctors dote, He lets them take hot iodine And bum out half his throat.

Alpenrose 


To Susan Owen

2 April 1911

(Shrewsbury)

Dear Mother, 

Thank you so much for your letter, and for interviewing Mr. Robson.

I am very anxious to know what else he has found or will find out.

I am not able to get much study done in school yet, but Mr. Edwards is going to approach Mr. Lightbourne on the subject (of allowing me to study when not actually teaching) as soon as I find out exactly what is done in other schools in the town where P.T.s are.

Leslie tells me you are often hearing the Nightingale. Is it indeed so enchanting? I crave to hear it, and yet I should almost be afraid lest it should not be as fine as I imagine it. At present my soul is in a ferment, and the leafy month of June promises as many terrors as leaves.



It is a flaw In happiness to see beyond our bourne, It forces us in summer skies to mourn, And spoils the singing of the nightingale.

(Keats)



You ought, if you feel so moved, dear Mother, to read the Ode to the Nightingale by the same Poet, which you will find in his Poems, in the bookcase. Furthermore, if you (are) at a loss at any time for good literature, why not study the Introduction to this volume?

But let me warn you about believing what it says of Keats

attitude to knowledge, which cannot be justified, must not be copied, etc. I know of something which proves the contrary to this view.

If you could find room for it in your trunk, I should be obliged by a present of some lumps of soft chalk. And might I ask for some complete specimens of Woodruff from the wood, of Mary (who seems to have dwindled into oblivion for ought I hear, of or from her, or her doings.)

W


To Susan Owen

Apr. 1911  Torquay 

My dearest Mother, 

I was very glad to hear of your early exodus to Alpenrose, and I hope it means a longer holiday there for you. But since I shall not see you on Saturday to give a verbal account of myself here, I must write a longer letter now, which shall suffice for some days to come. I am really disappointed not to see you for those few days; our absence will now amount practically to a month. However I shall not rush home on Friday as I have all too short a time to make my pilgrimage to Teignmouth, the passport for which I expected in your letter. Will it arrive in time?

I have bought at last a Life of Keats (in the same edition as that of Dickens) and began this morning with fear and trembling to learn the details of his life. I sometimes feel in reading such books that I would give ten years of life to have been bom a hundred years earlier (always providing that I have the same dear mother.)

Up to to-day I have been reading on the beach of course the Frenchbooks, bought as bargains from I. P. Williams, Esq. It was strange that after gazing for a long while upon the waves (which are now quite rough), I should come upon this passage which I will translate to you as giving a very true picture of how I am spending some of my time:

... I used to go and put myself between two rocks almost on a level with the water, in the midst of the sea-gulls, blackbirds, and swallows, and I stayed there almost the whole day in that kind of stupor and delicious overwhelmedness which the contemplation of the sea gives. You know, dont you, this lovely intoxication of the soul? Y ou are not thinking, you are not dreaming either. All your being escapes you, flies off, is scattered. You are the plunging wave, the dust of foam which floats in the sun between two waves, the white smoke of that receding steamer,... this bead of water, this flake of mist, everything except yourself.

(Daudet: Lettres de mon Moulin)

Well, I was reading the book at Meadfoot the other afternoon when who should I see but the boy  youth whom we met with Russell Tarr, and who played croquet with us on the hotel lawn, as Harold will (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

25  April 1911  Shrewsbury

Dearest Mother, 

Father has arrived safely but has not written before being busy. Let me tell you of my holiday, now a thing very much of the past, for I have plunged deep into work again-(did not get out till 5.25 yesterday, took an object lesson requiring preparation today, and so on).

I went to Teignmouth on Friday. Perhaps it was a good thing that the soft buffeting sheets and misty drifts of Devonshire rain renewed themselves almost the whole day, since Keatss letters from here are full of objurgations against the climate.

You may say what you will of Devonshire he writes, The truth is it is a splashy, rainy, misty, snowy, foggy, haily, floody, muddy, slipshod county and so on.

I long to tell you of my good fortune in discovering the house (of Keats)  I will only say now that I saw it, and gaped at it (regardless of people in the window who finally became quite alarmed, I fancy)  to my hearts content. If I had only had a little more time, and a photograph or two, perhaps I might have made up a magazine article upon it  the district certainly lends itself to picturesque description.

Would you please ask Dorothy whether (l) she knows of Leigh Hunts cottage in the Vale of Health Hampstead? (2) Whether the house she has described to me (in what is known as Keats Road) is, or was, in Well Walk? (3) Or is it a house (once semi-detached) now known as Lawn Bank, originally Wentworth Place, near the bottom of John St. In this garden the Ode to a Nightingale was written so that it is one of Londons most holy spots.

I shall never be able to approach the metropolis without being drawn there. If therefore Dorothy would ascertain something about its position and accessibility, I should be deeply obliged to that dear cousin.

Mrs. Timpany called yesterday evening, her mission being to warn me against the Teaching Profession (Elementary). Her husband could not candidly do this, she said, but she thinks it wicked that young people should enter it without a fair premonition of the hopelessness of their fate, and without knowing of the profound dissatisfaction among all who are now teachers.

Civil Service is her cry, and I am to see Mr. Timpany about it one of these evenings. I wish you were here to approve or condemn this good ladys counsel.

Have you ever asked Uncle Johns opinion on these matters?

Really, indecision is rapidly turning into distraction. When I begin to eliminate from my list all those professions which are impossible (seemingly) from a financial point of view, and then those which I feel disinclined for-  it leaves nothing. But is my inclination to matter after all? Yet what I do find so hard to distinguish between is aimlessly drifting, and waiting upon God.

If it must be done, I suppose I am not too young to destroy all my love of literature and such study, and turn to Office Routine, Customs, Revenues, Taxation, etc.  (I suppose this is what is meant by Civil Service, but as a matter of fact my ideas of this life are of the vaguest.)

Dreams of the power of money, and the necessity of obtaining it in the easiest way, have run before me with special brightness at such times as a stay at Meols; yes and Alpenrose, too.

But of all those visions none is so powerful as one which I almost think has been cherished from my earliest remembrance, that of my sweet Mother, in a delightful garden, passing a bland old age among her greenhouses, and in a small carriage drawn by an ambling pad-pony... But till this comes, dont, oh dont, sign yourself,your old mother.

There was no class on Sunday  we wrent to the Mission instead. I would not like to write down an opinion of Mr. Alexander: nor yet of Dr. Chapman; More than once my sense of reverence and decently  and  in ordemess was outraged by an attempt at wit on the part of a certain Sergeant who spoke, and by the perfectly deafening shout which his voice passed into towards the end of his address. Nor did the words he spoke tend to disprove the words of Ruskin, which then came to my mind:Your converted children who teach their parents... your converted dunces, who, having lived in cretinous stupefaction half their lives, suddenly awaking to the fact of there being a God, fancy themselves therefore His peculiar people and messengers:  these are the true fog-children  clouds these without water; bodies these of putrescent vapour and skin, swollen with wind and the rank mist they draw.

(Not that I quite hold with Ruskin either.)

However, I shall try and go again.

Please give my love to Mary, Auntie, etc. etc. etc. Small need for me to send it to One to whom it has been given for these last sixteen years.


To Harold Owen

(June 1911)  First sheet missing  (Alpenrose) and I keep thinking Because rcd-lind accounts Were richer than the Songs of Grecian Years?

Indeed, I sometimes think I have fooled myself that I have not gone in for red-lind accounts altogether  when, for instance I visit the Penny Bank, and see that its Hours are 11 to 3, and realise that the idle, loungin clerks must look in somewhere about 10, and be absolutely Free by 4!

What time does my shop shut? Eleven! And then I merely as it were creep under the Counter to sleep, for I breathe still the same Atmosphere.



I could lie down like a tird child, And weep away this life of care Which I have borne, and yet must bear.

I do not weep, but I snort and snuff, and quote.

I can never escape my thoughts or I would To France, to France... my boy with the £. Note I have in my pocket, and...

I know not what. Except that I must change my tune, if I want you to read this letter.



Saturday

Well,tis a fine day, to begin with.

The garden is very fine too, but the open lands are more so. I have to stop and look over the hedge every hundred yards or so of a walk.

I am trying to read Miss Mitfords Our Village, which village is situated just the other side of Reading. Some of its descriptions are very pleasing, but I really find it difficult to read an airy-chatty collection of letters like this, when I am grappling as I never did before with the Problem of Evolution. I simply cannot form a Conclusion, by reading both sides of the Question, historically. The only thing to do is to make personal investigation, so it seems, into Botany, etc. But to return to the soothing side of Nature; I wished you could daub some representation of a Field which I saw, blazing with yellow charlock, backed by a Beech-woods, of a deep green so nearly black, that it puts one in mind of the colour of an ancient black coat assuming its green-oldage tints.

Leslie has been doing some remarkable bits of work with Pastels, on Art Papers... I shall never have philosophy enough to counteract the sensation that Time is increasing its velocity, in the Geometrical Progression, 1, 2, 4, 8, 16...

Except the cold, nothing is really Autumnal here, yet. Alas, tho, 

In the mid-days of Autumn on their eves, The breath of Winter comes from far away, And the sick West, continually bereaves 

I could lie down like a tired child, And weep away the life of care Which I have borne and yet must bear, Till death like sleep might steal on me.

Shelley, Stanzas Written in Dejection near Naples.



Of some gold tinge, and plays a roundelay Of death among the bushes and the leaves, To make all bare before he dares to stray From his north cavern.

In case you didnt take much notice of that (word illegible) it may raise your interest to know that that is the metre in which I have now written 30 stanzas of The Little Mermaid  and not half done yet. I should like to know what is the present (word illegible) of Little C. and Big C??

If you have any short spasm of extra good-nature to me when you see the Turner, pray you turn it to account thus:  (thanks denied in any other form)

Find the old copy of Keats I left (with Mother?); open it at the first page; begin to read. Get alone to do this; and read, as slowly as you like, say 300 lines. Then if you are not delighted thirty times at least, I will buy you all the Turners from the Tate Gallery for next birthday.

This behest of mine must be conscientiously performed, before you write to me next. If you dont understand anything, write to me. I am sure you might ask many less capable of helping you in that way. Thus I hope this will be a red-letter on your Calendar; for I dont believe that a Painter (of anything above houses, cheeks or sore-throats) ever existed who had not only read much, but studied Poetry. And a more Pictorial or Artist-souled Poet than J.K. would be hard to find. Therefore hear my words, O brother, and in proof of your loving obedience, send me all the lines that strike you. I wonder whether you saw the Graphic, which contains photos of six or eight (three lines illegible) I think I must have seen the original; but that was in the old, happy, far-off days, when (to parody Wordsworth)



Two dark eyes in a maidens head 

Two simple eyeballs were to me 

And they were nothing more.



(In case you dont know what W. wrote, it was 

A primrose by the rivers brim 

A simple primrose was to him, 

And it was nothing more.)



Again, anything more (word illegible) than the Samson picture could scarcely be put on canvas. You shd try and see them.

Concerning these little Turners: I have of course glanced thro them; but I have not seen any of Ruskins writings on them. And I have not the cheek to criticise them, even if I had the Eye, or the Tongue. I will just enumerate which took my fancy during half an hours inspection  

5, 13, 14, 23, 38, 44, 49, 57, 78, 81, 82, 94, 97, and 101 (Page 126-7).

Now I must positively stop my ink-slinging. Keep, however, this Message, and it shall stand you in good stead when you dont know what to read, I warrant you.

Your most affectionate, Brother, Wilfred My next shall be for Mary.

Kindly acknowledge a letter I had from Oliver, begging my 2/6 sub.  if I continue an Associate. I think it wd be much more sensible for you to become the Associate, and pay for your benefits. At any rate, please instruct him at your earliest opportunity that I must be dissociated from Shrew. (word illegible) this year; for one reason I have not thirty pence to send him.


To Susan Owen

18 June 1911  Alpenrose 

My dearest Mother, 

I have been to see Mr. Robson this afternoon. He had prepared some notes to aid him in his discourse, which he gave me in his study, smoking meanwhile.... My pre-eminent plan is to borrow or become possessed of just, £150, with which sum I can get a degree at College.

If I have rich relations, I ought to try and get them to lend, repaying in the process of time at, say, 4%. Failing this, teaching in a secondary school might be tried, studying with a Corresp. College at the same time, but this is killing work, he says.

Finally, he revealed what he had in his mind as being easier than teaching.

It is:  to become the assistant of some hardworked or studiously inclined parson, helping in parish work, correspondence etc. and being generally companionable to a lonely country-sequestered bachelor, such as himself. Not to himself actually, however, one reason being  that it would never do to have one with relations in the parish! He had heard, however, that Wiggan of Dunsden wanted help in the parish this winter, and suggested applying to him, especially as his views coincide with ours.

For we must be most careful as to the kind of parson I go to. Some would keep me trotting round the parish all day: some, (who have no servant perhaps) would require me to scrub floors. He knows of one priest, moreover, who celebrates Mass daily, and requires some one to say amen in the consecration prayer since it is uncanonical to have no congregation.

On the other hand, however, it is a post not easily procured, and they are easily snapped up. About £20. a year might be given, or less than that if coaching is required.

Mr. Robson would be pleased to frame an advertisement for me in the Churchman or some such paper, if we like the proposal.

What do you think?

Parish work would not be by any means uncongenial to me, and as I suppose, far less worrying than teaching. And I could render myself companionable to anyone if at all literary-inclined. But everything depends upon the kind of person the parson is.

Which risk shall I take then  (1) borrowing money (supposing such available  from E.Q. Esq.  and why not?) and thus sail with a fair wind to B.A. or (2) put myself at the mercy of a reverend man, who may be exacting, eccentric, intolerant and all that?

I mentioned my scheme of getting a thorough knowledge of French in France, and he considered it a very good thing, but far better if a degree be obtained first. A year or two in France after that, and I should be worth something.

I am to go to see him again on Wednesday afternoon; and to play tennis with another priest who is staying at the Vicarage  a Mr.

Thackrah, who, in his purple socks, looks about as secular as the secularest of laymen. I was asked to be prepared for tennis today, but it rained. One Allwright, however, was there, helping Rev. Mr.

Thackrah to pass the afternoon at tennis. So we four bachelors had afternoon tea in the drawing room. The comfort afforded by the luxurious arm-chairs however, was somewhat impaired by the fact that we held our cups in our hands and had no plates. Nevertheless Mr. Robson, by his humorous stories, made us so much at home that I remained perfectly placid and imperturbable when I dropped a large portion of cake into my unfortunate tea-cup. No liquid escaped the cup, and I am firmly convinced that I succeeded in conveying (by degrees) the soppy blobs of dough into my mouth without my host suspecting it; and thinking me a bounder. That most or all elem-teachers are bounders is his unshaken faith. During our conversation in the study I had asked, Am I then to avoid elemty. teaching? He screwed up his visage, raised his hands, turned aside his head, and murmured AS PITCH!! Now I have often touched pitch and not been defiled, but too much handling has always resulted in defilement. Hence in answer to the question Can a man touch pitch and not be defiled? I reply Certainly, for a certain length of time.

Moral: If I dont want to be defiled I must drop the pitch with all speed.

Another power has sprung up to hold me in Shrewsbury. Uriconium is to be excavated in the near future. according to Mr. Colyer!

Awaiting your reply to this budget before Wednesday (if you get it in time), including Fathers opinion of course, I am, Your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 23 June 1911  Alpenrose 

I  have chosen the 3 oclock train on Sat. to carry me back to Scrobbesbyrig, where I expect to set foot on the nineteenth minute after seven.

The lights from 10 Bonfires could be seen from here last night. I have written to Miss W. and Miss J.

Glad you are satisfied with the Result. Went to see Mr. Wigan this morning with Leslie as an introducer. I can only say here that he is a most delightful parson, and what he has said may or may not come to anything.

We stayed lunch, at which was another cleric, and Mr. Kemp, who is the assistant of Mr. Wigan, and whom I choose to consider as my mortal enemy and rival, for reasons which you may guess.

W


To Susan Owen

(12 or 13 September 1911)  The Doldrums, Seven-times-heated  Furnace Road, Dumpshire 

Ah mef What a time! The heat has been simply appalling during every exam so far! And what with the excitement and the four hundred roasting bodies jammed around me my brains have been spluttering in my head. As a proof that it was not all mental heat, I may say that the Vigilators kept on flapping their foreheads, and taking great breaths and snatching whiffs of air at the open door as often as they could.

Not only did a morning like this melt the crystal sharpness of my wits, but it gave me a strong revulsion to any (food), but I conquered this rebellion of the lower man and went to the Imperial Restaurant.

Perhaps it is a good thing the weather has been so oppressive, it will be a really good excuse in case of Found Wanting.

Have I passed? I do think so! even in Arith. & Geometry. At least I have done enough right to score pass marks. I might have left hours of work untouched for the last few weeks for all the good its done me in this paper. But of course all that will come in for the next attempt (?)

As I was asking for the Institute at Kensington, a young gent, from Cheltenham overheard me, and immediately asked me if our destinations were the same. I saw him again & he says he has certainly failed, having been sent to sleep (mentally) by the oppressive atmosphere; and so did about 2 questions only.

Was asked by a gent, in Restaurant if I was a Matric. Candidate. He said he had been in a few years ago & failed hopelessly first time, but passed at the next. Showed him the papers & he pronounced them harder than in his day. Did not see my Chelsea friend this morning but instead  for I conceal nothing from you  I was spotted as a Candidate by a young lady who was in mortal terror of being transported to the other side of London by those wretched District trains, and accordingly I acted the part of Sydney Carton to the poor Seamstress.

The entrance hall or cloak room is nothing but a horrid stuffy vault, where for half an hour the boys stand waiting packed like sardines. I could have thought myself in the Black Hole of Calcutta, especially as there was a fair sprinkling of black faces among us, and a pompous old Rajah of an Examiner  gorgeous in his silken hoods  came glaring at us from over a barred gate on the staircase. This gate was at last opened, and then followed a maddening rush up the stairs, which changed in a moment to a death-like stillness when we entered the vast Hall of Torture. For all its solémnity, I could not help being tickled by the sight of a learned-looking parson, past the middle age, sitting in his little desk and scratting away at his paper under the stern gaze of a fair young graduate very much like Miss Wright!

All of the men seem much older than I expected, many of them remind me of say Dr. Simpson.

Many thanks for your letter.

I am, as you may guess, very lighthearted, and really am enjoying the high spirits which always connote low marks.

Slept very soundly, too, last night.

Love in abundance  like the rain which has just begun.  W


To Susan Owen

17 September 1911  Wimbledon 

My dearest Mother, 

As Gordon is going to Kidmore on Sat., and as that day will just complete my fortnight here, I think I shall even stay on till then. For I have not half accomplished my sight-seeing and holy-ground-treading, as you will see from the following summary:

Friday  British Museum: spent some hours there in subdued ecstasy  reading two letters of J.Ks and two books of manuscript poems (open at Eve of St. Mark & Hyperion) which, of course, show all his corrections and crossings out.

These and the letters must form the subject of many a discourse to my dear willing Hearer, but I will note a few things before I forget  

I was going to say, but I can never do that.  At the side of the title to St. Marks Eve (unfinished) he has drawn an ivy leaf (not very like one, and it would shock Prof. Cavers)  this of course while going round and round his subject and not knowing where or how to begin.

Even then he made a false start, and struck out several lines. His writing is rather large and slopes like mine  not at all old fashioned and sloping as Shelleys is. He also has my trick of not joining letters in a word. Otherwise it is unlike anybodies I know, and yet I seem to be strangely familiar with it. It is none too precisely formed  a proof that he is thinking of nothing but the matter and not of himself and his pen.

The letters are to Fanny (i e. the sister) but, poor fellow, he cant keep the name of Brawne out of it! I was highly jealous of other people seeing this at first, but was nevertheless gratified when various French visitors seemed familiar with his name!

Other manuscripts there are in abundance  Scott is absolutely illegible. George Eliot, Shelley, Milton, Byron, Tennyson, Browning, etc. are all represented. In the afternoon I drifted into the audience of the newly-appointed free lecturer, who conducted a party all round the Mummy-and Egyptian-Rooms.

On Sat. morning I went to Hampton Court by tram: more of this later. Got home in time to join Gordon (several words illegible)

Hence we made our way to Lpool St. and so to Cheshunt at about 4 p m. Spent the time very pleasantly in recalling our reminiscences of the common fountain-head of our existences, known by all as the old Home. Nelly has also an album of very old photographs of the family in which Gordon was very interested.

Today, mng. and evening, have listened with delight to Mr. Moore.

For tomorrow, I have luckily one more S. Kensington Ticket. I shall then be blocked, unless more arrive in time. I want Orders on District Rly: to the following stations:

(1) Wimldn to Westminster (1)   Mark Lane.

(3)   Charing Cross, and on Hampstead Rly:

(1) Charing Cross to Hampstead (Monday) Am off to S. Kensington this morning. In the matter of Macbeth I am again between two fires. On the very same afternoon, the Benson Co. are giving in Wimbledon Henry V, which I have read, and learnt, and spouted these last two years. Depend upon it, whichever Fire indraws me, I shall but extract the brilliance and fervour of the flames, and shall come out unscathed. I think Macbeth will shall be the one, expecially as I have seen Punchs Criticism on the same, this week.

Am keeping well, except for the gum, and my nose, which is, like Bardolphs, all barbukles and whelks, and knobs and flames of fire!

Your own Wilfred Love to Mary and me brethren twain. Had a card from Stanley. No time for more now. I must apply to myself the nerve-lacerating speech of the pompous vigilator, when every exam was almost over  

Laydeezanjenulmun, You have abow-oot Five Minutes Maw!


To Susan Owen

20 September 1911  Wimbledon 

Dearest Mother, 

Have just returned from Macbeth. My pleasure has been completely marred by a most trying circumstance:  I had to stand the whole time.

Though I was in the queue 1 and quarter hrs. before the time, every seat was taken when I got in, i e. every seat under 5s. or 10/6 and these had to be booked. Hearing and seeing were therefore quite difficult at times; and, having promenaded the National Gallery all morning, I had much the same feeling as used to overtake me at the Cop of amiable memory, towards the end of the day. Hence I never lost consciousness in the sense that I should have liked to have done; though two ladies close to me, also standing, lost consciousness in a very disagreeable way, and both dropped like logs simultaneously to earth.

The scenes in the witches cave were simply marvellous, and quite took the breath out of the audience. At no time, however, was I so moved by the acting, as I was moved earlier in the day by a lifeless face-mask and a painted canvas. This was none other than a mould of Keatss face taken during life, so that of him as of no other writer, I and the world may gain a true idea of the countenance! Two paintings of his extraordinary beauty are also there.  One of the whole figure, painted by Severn in Rome, after his Friends death! Of this, of course, I have bought a copy, which you, as I hope, will be most anxious to see. It represents him in the Hampstead House. I have not yet been there, but have fixed Friday for this, the last of my sermons in stone. On this day Miss Jones has asked me to Finchley, which I can easily reach from the Heath. For tomorrow, therefore, there is the Tower, or Westminster &  St. Pauls, and maybe another peep into the National Gallery at some other Faces there, which have woven a spell over me. I must not begin to describe or to name even the pictures hanging there, and must stop not for lack of argument, but for sheer excess of matter.

Your own loving Wilfred Thank you for this mornings parcel and letter: its newsiness and its assurance of Marys good-health. Have you written to Mrs. Timpany?


To Harold Owen

20  September 1911  (Wimbledon)

Dear Harold, 

Such was the effect of receiving so unexpected a card from you, and such the imperative force of the underlining, that I immediately sent off your compasses. I hope that you got them in time. I have thought much of you today, and during the week. I mean when I have been gladdening my eyes by the sights of works of Art,  of sculptures, and buildings, and portraits. So that now more than ever seems Art a noble profession, and to have a brother now fairly launched out upon its wide stream is enough to make me proud indeed. In my present state, I could wish for no better choice of profession for you than this; and then my only wishes for you will be Skill, Sense, and Success. Study the Fine, Strive for Finesse, and Strike the First, and you will do  you must...

So far I have seen no Galleries of Design (they are at S. Kensington, I think), but I wish you (could) have seen with me the loveliest of Designs,  the human face, as drawn by the greatest artists. I was so rapt in gazing at one of these today, that I kenned not of a human Toe belonging to a lady behind me, and made a sudden retrograde motion which brought my heel upon it  much to the confusion of both parties.

To return to the serious, I wished you could have seen the marvellous sketches both in oil and pencils of peoples heads. I wondered if you would ever, ever rise to the supreme height of  mastery in Portraiture.

Has Mr. Dane supped with you yet? Thank you for your last letter and its very pointed birthday message. It has at least pricked my memory as to your advancing age, to which I begin to think I have been for some years forgetful. Soothly, I must now treat you  as I have begun to in this letter  as a responsible individual arrived at years of discretion, and as a schoolboy no longer. Indeed I must endeavour to cultivate your acquaintance (one or two words missing, the corner of the sheet being torn away)

Best wishes for a prosperous & happy Term, Your loving brother, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

28  September 1911  Alpenrose 

My dearest Mother,

I had your very welcome letter this morning. Leslie and I walked to Dunsden yesterday, only to find the Vicar in London for the day. He had gone by Aunties train, and they saw him at Padd. and he appointed us to go to tea today. We played croquet most of the time, and once again put off finalities till another day. This is to be as soon as I hear the Result. But I told him that my wants would be the same, whether I pass or fail. And he reminded me, that his offer still holds. Really, I am even more charmed with the Vicarage than ever, and nothing but the uncertainty as to the amount of Work  scholastic or parish that I should accomplish there, would prevent me from going  since it seems the time is ripe for me to wrench myself from Home.

Miss Jones urged me, if I pass, to state my case to the Registrar of Lpool or London University, and try for a three years course, which under the Scholarship, will cost only,£40 for the whole time. Living would be in a Hostel. Our old enemy, the Obligations, would certainly include such a school as Miss Jones is now at; i e. Secondary. Further information would of course be supplied, if I wrote to the Varsity. I shall at least do this, if... (?)

I think to stay on till the Intimation comes, then. Tis awfully near at hand  I feel its shadow upon me. But I am not a prey to doubts and fears on this matter: my mind is filled with cogitation and perplexities and despondencies which spring from deeper depths than that.

May I quote you a sentence of a Poet  (need I name which?) that is marvellously expressive of what I want to say:

The imagination of a boy is healthy, and the mature imagination of a man is healthy; but there is a space of life between in which the soul is in a ferment, the character undecided, the way of life uncertain, (yes!), and the ambition thick-sighted (yes indeed!)

Well, I am prosing instead of giving News  which seems to be the main intendment of the Letter in these days. Herbert Billing is coming on Tues, to rest after his exam; but I need not turn out on that account.

Mrs. Lea charged the same as for Gordon: my accompt was therefore 30s. Thank you for the Convention Notice; Auntie knows Mr. Buchanan; he is a great friend of the Sharwoods.

I am already feeling a touch of Nostalgia (consult dictionary). What if it becomes chronic in the Future?

Your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

23 October 1911  Duns den Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

It is about time that I began to give you some account of my mode of life here. First as to the premises. The house is even larger than I ever thought  two staircases  and quite a labyrinth of passages upstairs.

My bedroom is quite large, and handsomely furnished  containing a bureau and a wardrobe (which one might make a home of) as well as the usual appointments. The chamber is softly carpeted. Mysterious ministering spirits keep the room in order, for surprising things happen, though I have never seen a living wight therein. Thus  every night I find my pyjamas scrupulously laid out upon the coverlet in exactly that position in which it is easiest to put them on!

At seven every morning a meek voice announces to the noble sir that his shaving water waits outside. Presently the noble sir deigns to rise  but uneasy is the head that lies on Down, for it has to wash in a silly pot of a basin, the bathroom being somehow connected with Mr.

Wigans room, and therefore unused. Having then moistened as it were his boiley neck in soap-solution, his lordship applies to it a towel like a white Turkish carpet, and then selects his suit. At the stroke of the aweinspiring gong, he takes a large chair on one side of the fire, in the dining room, with Mr. Kemp on the other, the Vicar at the table, and the domestics sitting in respectful admiration in a row at the end of the room.

After prayers the said admiring domestics withdraw, and breakfast is taken, when (as in all meals) his noble highness brandishes the breadknife, and dispenses his cuttings as required.

Left alone, and with something of my gravity thrown off, I then set to work at a bureau-bookcase in the dining room till lunch. This afternoon the Vicar took me with him visiting, till afternoon tea. Then dinner at 7.30. of such things as jugged hare!

On Sat. we went to the Prayer Meeting in the Hall, where I read the Portion  to less than a dozen people only! On that afternoon I went to Alpenrose, but Auntie was out and I had tea alone with Leslie. There is a pony, but his only work is to pump the water from a deep well to the housetop, by a circular movement, just like the elephantine pigo-ox in the Chinese Scroll. The garden is still very beautiful.

In fact every (thing) is on the scale of a fine country manor, and my or only sorrow is that you are not in a like man(ner) established!

Mr. Kemp is very pleasant indeed; thoroughly enjoying his parochial work, if not so much his studies; and, I believe, he is well liked about the parish. His exam. is in December. He has already failed (twice I think), tho he has no very advanced work, so far as I can see.

I will say nothing about dear Mr. Wigan. I never do sketch the characters of those on a higher plane than myself. But I was much enlightened concerning certain doubts in my mind when he talked of literary people at dinner today. He is a sixth cousin of the great William Morris! has heard Ruskin lecture!! was introduced to Holman Hunt!!!

Furthermore, is thoroughly at home in Dickens country in Kent!! read Romola in Florence overlooking Ponte Vecchia!! was acquainted with the original of Sam Weller! and other Characters!

Other revelations may come out later! (Oh, also, he has dined with Marconi.) Do not think, however, that my admiration of him is vastly raised by all this, though it is somewhat, you may guess! I know, indeed, certain unlovely minds who would be shocked to hear him take any interest in these matters.

I have written to Torquay. I am anxiously looking forward to the time when I can present these new surroundings to you, and you to them, and when I can present to you my cheeks for the good-night kiss which I so much miss. Love to Father & all the stay-at-homes, with heaps and loads for You.  W


To Susan Owen

31 October 1911  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

I find my weekly epistle is overdue, so I will forthwith set upon this pleasant task.

I took the address to Children on Thurs. in the Hall, did minor parts at the Prayer Meeting on Saturdays, and have been visiting several times. Other duties than these, I cannot find, except the very important one of talking at meals and in the evening. Dead silence sometimes prevails, which Mr. Kemp (Brother Kemp) is sometimes powerless to break; Brother Lewty used even to talk nonsense for the sake of saying something, Kemp tells me! However, I dont think this is the case now.

After dinner we sit round the study fire till bed-time, (about 11 to 11.30); during which time poor Kemp is on pins and needles, I imagine, feeling he ought to be at his Greek. Generally the Vicar reads to us about the Irish Revival of 1859. Then, instead of family prayers as was formerly the custom, we have a private prayer meeting every evening.

The Vicar has the hope of a Revival in the place much on his mind, during these times.

On Wednesday, the Vicar took me to a Bible Society Meeting at Henley. (For this, I gave up going to a lecture in French for which Leslie offered me a Ticket). Never was at a B.S. Meeting before. Most entertaining concerns I find. Vicar says he never was at a Bible Soc. meeting where there was so much humour! Dr. Dunn gave a really fine address on its work. You must get him at Shrewsbury. My tyre went flat on the way, and we were somewhat late. But the Vicar was quite glad, for he didnt want to be elevated to the platform. Henley Town Hall is new, and (therefore) beautiful. The staircase is of pure marble every whit, and what with a statue of Hermes at the top, and strains of delicious music floating about, I could have imagined it a Greek Temple. This was while we were waiting alone to enter the meeting hall. There was, as I have said, some musical concert at the same time, and, when Vicar asked the attendant the way to the meeting, the man looked first at him in his frowsy old habilments, and then at me in my most unbiblical garb, and was fain to enquire Which meetin may it be, sir?

Last evening I went to a lecture on Charles Lamb, by Prof. Sir Walter Raleigh(!); in Univ. College Hall  with Leslie. Paid only 6d. for a splendid seat. The lecture was good, but the lecturer but so so.

Next fortnight theres one on Radium. These will beat your Abbey Forgates for abstruseness and refinement, if not for humour, too, for F. C. Gould gives one on Caricature next week.

I have got U.C.C. some books almost new, at second hand price (half price) in Reading! Will you please cause enquiries to be made for my Modern Eng. Lit. at Wildings, before you come? I am hardly expecting a Latin Bible from the Gleanings People. Am not very satisfied with the hymn, which I sent just in time, yesterday. I prefer indeed original compositions to linguistical competitions.

I spent yesterday evening at Alpenrose with Dorothy, etc. Saw Gordon at Church on Sunday, with Auntie (three words illegible) I have not yet got my parcel; but expect to today.

So glad you are coming so soon. The Vicar asked when next you were coming, before I had said anything, and of course said that you must come over. I will try and meet you, you may be sure. I must get my features into training for a Photograph! Love to Father, Mary, etc.

Your loving, Wilfred Thank Harold for his honest attempts to get my hair off. Luckily, some miles intervene between us, or I should have tweaked his nose for it, i e. if I could get a grip of the thing.


To Mary Owen

7 November 1911  Duns den Vicarage 

My dear Sister, 

Mother told me you would like me to write to you while she is here; and I am indeed pleased to cover a few sheets of this my Tablet for your benefit.

Mother has not been over here yet. Perhaps she is coming on Friday.

But she came to church on Sunday Morning.

I addressed the Childrens Service in the Parish Hall on Sunday Afternoon. I am also booked for the Scripture Union on Thurs. I enjoy speaking very much. I use no notes, and spend no great time in preparation; but I use no high falutin words, but try to express myself in simple, straightforward English. I believe the children are impressed for the time being. I hope they will really benefit, for, of course, I give them the Messages, with one Purpose, and not with any idea of displaying my own bumptiousness.

Yesterday, the Vicar took me & Mr. Kemp to hear an address by Bishop Ingham, at Earley Court, the fine residence of some of the Suttons Seeds people. I was introduced to the Bishop, and spoke a few words with him. I need hardly say that the Address more than justified the great praise which I heard of him from you at Shrewsbury. He told the story of the Tiles of Buddas Shrine! In addition to his Lordship, I met about half a dozen clergy at the Meeting. This was at the afternoon tea which followed, (in the immense billiard room.)

From such mansions as these, I pass, next afternoon, to the wretched hovels of this Parish, and carry myself with equal ease in the crazy, evil-smelling huts of the poor, as in the wide, luxurious chambers of the rich.

Numbers of the old people cannot read; those who can seldom do so.

Scores of them have passed their whole lives in the same stone box with a straw lid, which they call their cottage; and are numbed to all interests beyond it. Those who have within them the Hope of a Future World are content, and their old faces are bright with the white radiance of eternity. Those who, like the beasts, have no such Hope, pass their old age shrouded with an inward gloom, which the reverses of their history have stamped upon their worn-out memories, deadening them to all thoughts of delight.

There is one poor creature who cannot be said to live  she exists and no more: She can neither speak, hear, nor see; I suppose she can taste, smell, and feel. But alas, all her feeling must be that of pain, for she has a disease of the bone; all her smell must be the smell of a foul cottage; all her taste, the taste of bread and of tea. What a life! Why am I telling you these dreadful tilings? Simply to let them educate you, as they are educating me, in the Book of Life, and to make us rejoice in our own happy state.

I spend my afternoons in going round to these cottages. I am at my books in the morning; while there is nearly always some meeting to keep me busy in the evening. I have been so busy, indeed, that I have not been able to finish this letter till this morning (Friday). Let me hear from you when you have something to say  (I will not say when you have time  I know you have time to write me a note). Give my benedictions to the boys, and my love to Father, and take as much as you like for yourself.

Your loving brother, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

21  November 1911  Duns den Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

I  had half expected a line from you on Sat. and I was delighted to have the sweet little note:  to have an account of the barometric changes of your dear, warm temperament, instead of details concerning the temperature of the weather; the falling of a tear is more precious to me than the holding-up of any volume of atmospheric rain... I was not alone as you were, or I might have sought relief in a verse or two. As it was, I was mightily cheered, by finding several large volumes of the Quarterly Review, c. 1830-5, exposed for sale at Poynders, is the volume! I was astounded, for some of these must be quite valuable. Only a ten years earlier one would be priceless to me. (as, of course, you know, it was an article in this that helped to kill J.K.) Strangely enough, a critic, in one of the vols, that I possess, apologises (halfmockingly, I believe) for the dastardly attack, and condescends, as it were, to pat Johnny Keats on the back, now he has been ten years dead.

And warned by their mistake in his case, they hope to show more justice to young Mr. Tennyson, now making his second appearance in poetry!

So far from this, they have not a good word to say for him, and make merciless fun of some of his best-beloved pieces!! Even I was, for the time, disenchanted, and roared with laughter with the Quarterly at his nonsense, and silly conceits.

The best pennyworth of humour I ever bought, albeit I would not let everybody enjoy it, lest Tennyson should come to shame. Thus, with all the guilty consciousness of infidelity to a professed hero, I spent a morning in naughty levity. But I am improved thereby, and look upon things now with a saner eye than formerly. Lamb, who died only a few years before, receives much attention in another vol. Byron, etc., etc. figure in others. So please dont tell (me) not to grind too much at regular study. I am rather in danger of falling into this desultory style of reading. I also at another shop picked up for 3d, a five shilling book of poetry by a modem aspirant, (unknown to me). The book is quite new (1911) and is also in a new condition (many leaves uncut) so I am idly-busy in trying to discover the talent of our own days, and the requirements of the public (if such requirements exist).

Thank you for the Book forwarded. I hope to glean much from this, too.

Brer Kemp and your servant are to take the choir boys to the C.M.S.

Sale in Reading Town Hall this afternoon. We shall have to walk there and back, but as I am ever so happy in the society of boys and youths of intelligence (even if unlettered) I trust I shall not find the way long.

However, armed with your last injunctions, I flatly refused to go into Reading this morning for Tickets! Brer Kemp, therefore, had to bundle his lusty limbs there; he will be lucky indeed, if I dont make him carry me up the hills coming home, for we are not supposed to have tea there, and you know how restful a C.M.S. Sale of Work is.  I ought to say, that we are not going in order to patronise the stalls, but to witness the side-shows, and to enjoy the thrilling effects of puerile cantatas. Tis called a Trip to the East. I ween the hungry choristers would trip more gaily if there were an F somewhere in the title!

One of our cherubs (nomine Laurence Ambrose, if you please!) cannot come, because engaged in the pressing duties of bird-starving, so he told me. This, of course, means scaring birds from newly-sown fields; but you notice how humanitarian these country folk are, (or birdy-manitarian, I should say) for they quite look at things from the birds point of view.

The blue envelope, which I also thought to be the Matric. Tystisgriffe, proved to be a tystisgriffe to the excellence of the borrowed-brainstuff which I imbibed to help me through the Exam.  Sanatogen.

Therewith was appended a Chapter on Formamints. This reminds me of Miss Goshkins herms  I mean Miss Hoskins germs  and the thought thereof fills me with distress. If the fair Gipsy Smith so much as thinks shes going to succumb, deny her entrance to the academical portals. Yea, antwere well to sMacbeth, saying: Is this a Cadger that I see before me?  a cadger of microbes, With the (h)air all full of the signs of Scarlet death!

But I am trifling with a serious matter, and I would pass on to you the excellence, hetsetterer, hetsetterer, of Formamint. For though it be expensive, it may be worth a guinea a suck, and may, indeed, form a mint of blessing in dis to you all. Tis time this foolish monologue was rung off, So adieu, until your next call:  Your own Wilfred 


To Harold Owen

2  December 1.911  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dear Harold, 

You will find enclosed an original design which shaped itself one evening when I was in idle mood. I want a Cover for an Everyman, and in case your design might not please me, I venture to ask you to adopt this, altering the size, etc. as you see fit.

I have no idea how you are going to execute it, for of course it is not for a Stencil, but I trust to your ingenuity to produce some sort of cover.

I want the whole surface light green; the branches dark green; the roses (they are not cabbages) red; and the nameplate yellow or yellowish-green. I imagine that my Monogram and the other ovals would look well in Blue.

For I want a rich effect; and not a rigidly pure scheme of colour. If the whole thing is not worth copying, dont be afraid to say so: and please make another and better design. (Leaving the Printing to me, please, unless you have mightily improved in that way of late.)

Supposing you have time for such a useful exercise, I am in need of a cover for a large Atlas Antiquus (9 and a half ins. X 14 & half ins. and in. thick.)

So should you like to design and make such an article, I should be much obliged. It might do for my Christmas Present?

The aspect of the Chiltern Downs is perfectly wintry now, but the land is by no means devoid of beauty or interest. The village of Sonning is one of the prettiest in the Thames Valley, and no wonder Holman Hunt chose to live there. I have not yet seen his house.

I do not often venture out of the Parish; but yesterday I spent a morning in Reading. The shops are already beginning to wear their Christmas glories. When I view the triumphs of Fine Art to be seen in some of the most expensive Christmas Cards and books, I am overcome by an access of thriftlessness, and positively have to look the other way.

Anyhow I shall be forced to spend a considerable amount on something because all the household staff expect something for Christmas. For that reason alone I should be glad to be at home for that season. But I hardly expect to, seeing no word has been said on that subject yet.

Brother Lewty is coming today, to spend Sunday. Brother Kemp departs in perfect peace to the City of Distraction on Monday.

If he stays over the next Sunday, I shall act Superintendent of the Sunday School, as well as Presiding on Thursday.

Fare thee well! I rejoice that you work hard, even as much as to hear that you are happy therein.

(I remember that I did not remember to remember Mary and her last letter, in my last letter. But I will respond anon.) Likewise to Mothers and Colins last notes: to whom and to Father, Greeting!

From the faithful Wilfred 


To Mary Owen

7  December 1911  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Sister, 

It is more than a fortnight since I had your last letter, so you well deserve a full one from me. I am pleased that you can exhibit some amount of spirit in your replies, and particularly because they are well expressed (!). I have no book called Notes on L.L. but a copy with Notes, which, of course, you will abstract from my shelves when required.

I was altogether shocked by the News of Kathleens3eath, and, possibly because of tne similarity of our ages, took it much more to heart than I imagine the other branch of Cousins did. I even thought I had rheumatic fever one night  because I found my socks had been wet for hours.

Strangely enough, on that day, I went to the first funeral I have ever been to in my life; and I wore black and mourned there  for other cause than people thought. Ah, at such times, like Lamb, I begin to count the probabilities of my duration, and grudge at the expenditure of moments like misers farthings. In proportion as the years both lessen and shorten, I set more count upon their periods, and would fain lay my finger upon the spoke of the great wheel. For every circumstance of my present life reminds me that I am no more a Boy. Can a Boy speak at Meetings, as I speak; can a Boy superintend a Sunday School and six teachers as I shall do; Can a Boy carve a Pheasant at late dinner as I did?...

Well, even now, you see my moralising does not last long; and at the present moment my heart is filled with music. Tis thus: After the Scrip. Union Meeting which I took alone, and thoroughly enjoyed, I took upon myself (at Mrs. Lotts desire,) to teach a Carol to the Sowers and others; which they are to sing at the Sunday School Treat to my accompaniment. There were about a dozen, from ten to fourteen years old, and some have really exceptional voices, and all seem most intelligent; so it (is) with real pleasure that I doh-ray-me before them; harp on first piano, then organ; insist on pauses, slurs and crescendos, and beg the rosy mouths to ope a trifle widah!

Two choir boys came Carol singing here on Tues, and I enjoyed that, also. The skies have been warm and sunny here, and I enjoy that also.

The moon rose in full splendour last night, and I enjoyed that also. But alas! I do not enjoy the long hours spent doing absolutely nothing in the study nearly every night. Imagine me slobbering over my;an of shavingwater and blinking over my candle these dark mornings  when I only get to sleep as near twelve as eleven! I tell you the honey-dew of warm sleep is not to be compensated by the honey (literal) on the breakfasttable... But I want something to complain of, dont I, when I hear of carters getting up at 4, and having no holiday from year to year  no not Sunday!

Mr. Lewty spent Sunday here  for the last time. He is a splendid speaker, and an M.A. and is or was a reader of Modern Poetry; so it was a pleasure to be able to speak with him, and an honour to be called brother by him. Harold is not to show my cabbage-patch to Mr.

Dane  wheres his self-respect!

I have had no information about Christmas. The Vicarage is not decorated, I believe; but after all it accords better with my tastes to have a house well swept than garnished  and that it verily is. Mr.

Kemps exam is over, and he writes about it with confidence.

I think very often about you, on Sunday Evenings especially. You will, of course, thank dear Mother for her letter; (for whom this is half intended) Thanks be to Miss Rose for her very kind and valued message  buttis not a fresh message to me, if Mother ever gave me a piece of advice.

Your affectionate brother, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 29 December 1911  (Postmark Reading)

It seems very strange to be writing to you now, when only this morning I was talking  aye and grumbling, over my specimens but prithee put this down to an excess of zeal in the cause of Science.

I landed in full time for the Treat which began at 4. The Conjurer was just as might be expected  but sometimes above the comprehension of the infant multitude. His dummy in Ventriloquism, Mr. Marmalade, struck terror to the heart of one of these, while it gave the keenest pleasure to the rest. It was lucky I snatched my bowler hat this morning  for it was the only one in the hall, & was therefore used, and abused till we all had clear proof as to the truth of miracles. I wish your little party had been transferred here, tonight, and could stay here till I get used to the Silence, the State, and the Stiffness. W
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To Mary Owen

January 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Mary, 

I wonder how you are today. I am hoping to hear soon that you feel stronger, dear. The change to this part of the country would not benefit you much at present, for today is the very worst day of the season. Rain is incessant; Temperature as near freezing as it can manage, Wind  East; Clouds  yellow and black, about 5 miles thick!! Anyhow it was so dark this morning as to send me to sleep at ten oclock  over my book. Perhaps this was also due to the late hour of retiring  nearly twelve! We had been to Fritz and Arthur Woods meetings. Kemp &

I went in to the 3 oclock, with Mrs. & Miss Fordham, had tea at Mrs.

Es expense, &,then went to the 8 oclock meeting. The Singer Wood is simulating the Great Alexander in his spiral-staircase-windmill-armfeats; he also has Alexanders trick of stamping, clapping, and grinning by turns, and what is more, complimenting individuals on their singing  (one of which individuals was the Vicar.)

Apart from all this preamble which led to nothing, I enjoyed the services. Brother Kemp has gone in this afternoon to hear their dicta on Questionable Amusements. I had not the strength to wallow through and underneath the mud, and to treadmill back again, with twenty gallons of rain-water in ones clothing. Moreover I dont need to hear what I could say myself, and I dont want to hear what I dont think myself.

The social evening, considering the short notice given to performers, was distinctly successful. I simply couldnt sing my song with less than three mistakes in practice. I didnt the least know the tune, but read it.

However, the actual thing went off splendidly and compliments upon the song, and the voice (when it matures(!)) were numerous. So I have made my début in one of the Fine Arts! Mr Ks voice is very good indeed, I think; much better than the Woods for instance.

I am thankful to say I was able to throw myself into my recitations, and out of that stupefying nervousness which might have frozen me at your age. But I doubt whether the audience enjoyed the pieces as well as I did myself. I am sending you the programme that you may see what all the others did. The people numbered nearly 80 I should think.

My little patient, (not sufferer you will be glad to know) is on a fair way to recovery. I infuse life and mirth into him drop by drop, day by day; chiefly through the nasal channels of Mr. Punchs Voice. He has a Punch & Judy Book, and his little brother of about 3 will bring it open to a certain picture, gravely saying Laugh at this whereat I laugh.

Now laugh at this, whereat we all laugh. He was asleep when I took Colins crackers, and his pleasure on finding them by his bed on waking was, says his Mother, very, very real.

I find that Shelley lived at a cottage within easy cycling distance from here. And I was very surprised (tho really I dont know why) to find that he used to visit the sick in their beds; kept a regular list of the industrious poor whom he assisted to make up their accounts; and for a time walked the hospitals in order to be more useful to the poor he visited! I knew the lives of men who produced such marvellous verse could not be otherwise than lovely, and I am being confirmed in this continually. I find my very slight medical knowledge of some use  not perhaps to the patients but rather to myself, in giving topics of confabulation, and in commanding respect to my advice, and, it may be, in winning a way into the homes.

Would I could give you some advice which would lead to better health. But myself am feeling at low vitality. No doubt this time of year is like the third hour of morning. For you know that at 3 a m. our life ebbs at its lowest; that is the hour when sick men die.

I  hope to take a trip to Town next week (or this), when I want to buy my Bible. Would one of you send my Royal Autographs, which you will find in my cash box? I may take it to the Brit: Museum.

Fondest love to all, Yrs. Wilfred Canon B. Laurence from London speaks tonight: I must get ready.


To Susan Owen

5 January 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

Our Sunday School Treat went off with great success. I must not spend words describing it, but will just mention that the Carol was tolerably well sung, & that the games were most enjoyable. The boys were rough, but so were we, and no one was hurt. They derived great fun from my innovation of Earth, Air, etc., and also from Oranges and Lemons, when they passed under Miss Readings and my hands joined. Had that young lady of (doubtful age) been anything but a farmers daughter she must surely have gone home minus both arms and numerous locks of hair.

At this treat the Vicar announced a Bible Class in the Vicarage, starting next Sunday, held by Mr. Owen. (Mr. O. had only had definite knowledge that such a Class had been decided upon half an hour previously.) However, I have about 20 names eligible, and expect quite ten or a dozen. I shall enjoy it, and everything is as one could desire except the capacity of the Leader for such an undertaking.

I am very much interested in a sweet little boy of 5 who a day or two ago was at the point of death (from Peritonitis.) His whiteness was as the whiteness of snow. Now he seems past the crisis. I do want to give him some of my faithful veterans of Soldiers. Could you make a packet bulky enough to travel free per G.W.R.? I particularly want them soon, but rather than spend their worth on postage, would wait till you come.

 Not a moment to spare for more  Choir Supper tonight!

Your loving Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

11  January 1912  Dunsden Vicarage

My dearest Mother, 

Your news was a great disappointment. I had reserved all latest news of mine to tell you, and quite thought of meeting you at the station today. How long will you have to wait now?

There is one thing I am glad of  That I need have no fear of your appearing at the Concert.

I am taking the Bass in three part songs, and may sing the Arrow 

and the Song (to another tune). But unless I improve wonderfully by Monday, I shall substitute for it a pianoforte solo or more recitations.

Last Monday we went to Mrs Readings of Caversham to tea. The house is new and large  you pass it on Caversham Hill. We actually stayed till after nine  playing bagatelle and another competitive game, Carnations, which I will explain for our diversion someday. The Children made no appearance; but we had the pleasure of the company (of a) step-daughter of Mrs Readings, who is a fashionable young lady from Town, and who, having travelled over Europe, and having, as I soon discovered, a tolerable leaning towards literature, made the evening most agreeable. Particularly as Mrs. R. is very nervous and jerky about the face. (But she was once a house-keeper to Mr R. and no doubt finds Self-possession and Placidity the most difficult of all lady-like qualities to assume.)

On Tuesday, the Sunday School Teachers assembled here for tea, and an hours sitting on the Drawing Room sofas. A duller time I have seldom spent. We looked at albums of photographs and things  very nice in themselves, but when they run into thousands one begins to nauseate of A Street in Japan, Street in Winnipeg, Street in Norway, Street in Normandy, and a painful spirit of unrest begins to assert itself somewhere behind the eyes.

Miss Cheshire, missionary from India, is here now. She took Wednesday night, and will address Mothers, and Children today. We amassed some seventy people in the Hall for the occasion.  Alas! I am beginning to tire of all these meetings, and the goings and comings connected with them  not that they themselves are in any way disagreeable, but that I want to be reading. The time I am at Book and Pen seems to be growing smaller and smaller, and the worst of it all is that in the mornings, I am as dull as I used to be, say at eleven oclock at night in the term-times.

Given ten minutes quiet at any time of day, and a fire to sit before, I could go into a sound sleep for hours. I am just now reading a Life of Shelley, and I find that he exhibited these characteristics too. So I am comforted. But even this does not relieve the tense nervous strain of two to three hours solid idleness per night.

You will think I am all complaints  but believe me none hears them but you  unless a mutual sigh with the other Brother as we light our candles  partakes of the nature of a complaint.

During the afternoons, I am mostly very happy, and the consciousness of bringing a stray gleam of pleasure into a sick room is in itself ineffably pleasurable. It will be hard to part with the boys and others if I stay much longer. Surprising how my opinions of ploughmens sons have changed now I know some. Thought they had round vacant eyes and mouths and intellects to correspond  Find them possessed of (sometimes) fine features, and (somehow) nice manners... I wish I could enlarge upon my experiences and the thoughts they engender. That must be put off till anon, while I now distribute some invitations for the Social.

Good-bye.

Thank dear Colin for his presents to my little patient. It seems that nothing short of prayer answered has brought round this little fellow.

But even yet he must be in terrible danger  for years  I suppose. It was contracted after measles. Consumption may take hold on him  and then?

Consumption is all round us here. Scarlet Fever and Diphtheria are at work near by. God grant that His mercies in keeping our dear family together may be continued long, long years to come! And do you mind and not get influenza. Some one has got Quinsy here  O what tremors I have lest you should get it again.

Your devoted son, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

5  March 1912. Good Friday  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

The slippers are in every way to my fancy, and I thank you for your promptitude in making them. The bars sinister, furrows, chasms and ridges, or whatever they may be, are indeed suggestive of Mme.

Defarge, or as you evasively write it and I fear you must have been as constant a Knitter as she: (well since writing this I have been idly employed on the accompanying sketch, and as it somewhat realizes my Madame I cannot resist sending it.) Im bothered if I know how you adjust your digits when knitting, tho.

My carbuncle is almost well now, thank you.

When you send a letter late on Monday Night, say, I do not get it till Wednes. mng!

(Interval: Friday to Tues. Night!)

I quite forgot whether I acknowledged the Parcel or not. Anyhow the surprising amount of goodies is worth a second time of thanking.

I hardly can take a taste of the things, when I picture the delight of the Child when she hears the rustling of the paper-bags in my pocket! To quote Scott (for a marvel)

All sunk and dim her eyes so bright Her form decayed by pining, Till through her wasted hand at night You saw the taper shining.

How am I occupying myself? Well, but so so on Monday; seeing the Spider invited me into his parlour, and there I was caught nicely, and had my patience sucked out of me, while bad blood took its place.

During the whole afternoon we accomplished Nothing, save deciding that a whole batch of pictures, costing about 15s. each, were No good (i e. for this house).

Ha! Hum! Well! Im puzzled. Very puzzled. Try this frame! Now that. Now this. Hum! well, Im puzzled! Perfectly GHASTLY, isnt it? Rather smitten with that, I must confess. And so on, till it was time to go to the Fordhams to tea. My boredom was completed there! Talked of nothing worth remembring; except I recollect, when the Vicar repeated a snatch of To the Cuckoo, and finished up with, Well, Wordsworth may have been a nice old man, and a lover of Nacher, but he was not a poet. The Vicars eyes caught mine, and the conversation speedily resumed a non-literary line. I shall remember that. And oh! I remember how they all committed young Selwood to his grave; shoved him in, one might say; locked the vault; trampled the earth down tight.

Vicar:... thinks if he can only get away, hell get better.

Well, poor thing, we know better.

Mr. F.: I should just think so.

Vicar: Yes, humanly speaking, there is not a particle of hope.

Mr. F.: Absolutely; absolutely.

Mrs. F.: Well, vicar, as I was thinkin jest now, when I eard you say e thoughte was gettin better, well, I says, orfentimes, oneas such delusions, an perchance its the doin of Satan, and its jest a sign for us.

Miss F.: Yus. I only ope e may reelise it soon.

What will you think of me, for this naughtiness! Perhaps you had better bum my letter at once. Yet no! I would suggest what Junkets (so he sometimes styled himself) said to his Sister, You will preserve all my Letters and I will secure yours  and thus in the course of time we shall each of us have a good Bundle  which, hereafter, when things may have strangely altered and God knows what happened, we may read over together, and look with pleasure on times past that now are to come.

Ah! in my hours of ennui as hinted above, what balm I find in saying over and over to myself such lines as these;... The solitary breeze Blustered and slept, and its wild self did teaze With wayward melancholy, and I thought, Mark me, Peona!, that sometimes it brought Faint fare-thee-wells, and sigh-shrilled adieus.

(Endymion)

I left Fordhams early to be at the Club, for the boys could not spend Bank Holiday Evening better than at the Hall and would not be put oft.

On Sat. I secretly met with Vivian at a stile and went a delicious ramble; lay in hawthorn glades, where antlered stags would come within a few yards of us. He read to me, and I told him tales. I took some figs of Marys for him, (for I... (two words illegible) and arriving home at 6, I went without tea, willingly. The weather last week was glorious; and one afternoon I half spent in a daisy-meadow, with the Fairy Bray, with another and (to me) more enchanting elf, being older and well-spoken, and with various insignificant brothers and sisters. We sought the Biggest Daisy, and the Reddest-f-Daisy. My elf found them (oh yes, honestly!) and I found the Golden Age. Talk of Miss Moses!

What a black-slander about the brute black-hand, son of Bruce B  ! All the blacker being true; but you dont circulate it do you?

I sang a solo on Good Friday O come and mourn. I enjoyed it thoroughly and now quite wish you could hear me in the Hall. Such a lot of people turned up; (not to hear me, for I was only asked at lunch-time.)

Gordon stayed all day Sunday here; but I had to entertain Willie, who left our establishment today. A Dissenter is now installed here!

I dont expect to get any sort of Easter holiday. Vicar is going away next week for Spring Cleaning.

Really, I could go on all night with letter-writing To You: but now I drop pen, for I want to read over your last dear kind letter and wonder how you enjoyed today, before I tap-tap at the Study-door, and banish candid expression.

À Dieu, Wilfred Make up what loving messages you like to M, H, & C, and Father; you know my heart.


To Susan Owen

March 1912  Dunsden Parish Hall 

Dearest Mother, 

This letter is a few days late, in consideration of my rather frequent epistles lately. Once again, you see, I am writing at the Club while timing Red Lanterns (otherwise Boxers.) This is because after tea today the Vicar wanted us to go a ride with him; The evening was indeed very lovely; and I enjoyed seeing new country. You remember I half promised to give some music lessons to one of my favourite Boys (Vivian); well, he is very keen (at present speaking) and I have given him two on the Hall Piano after Thurs. Afternoons. I promised indeed to give him four lessons gratis, and after that to exact a slight fee.

This has set his Mother all agog to get a piano. She saw an advertisement for one; and begged the favour of my going to examine and pronounce upon it. This I did; and again rode in today (to Reading) to meet the lady and help her to decide. All these negotiations are done unbeknown to the rest of the Parish (I hope): & the Vicarage in particular.

I could get no farther with my writing at the club, and so, having had my 9.15 oclock repast in solitude and happiness, I now sit down before your distant presence and finish this communication.

Mr. Moore came in time for tea yesterday and stayed the night.

We had a full enough Hall, made fuller by the Gunston Family complete, Mrs. Cates, & Mrs. Francis.

The Text was: And the yoke.. (pause).. shall be BROKEN

... (pause & gasp)... becau-se of the annointing! (This extraordinary ciphering is meant to represent the manner of delivery.)

What the dear old man said, it is not the time to repeat here, but I must remark upon How he spoke.

Just precisely as if he had never slept, eaten, or stopped delivering since we saw him in Wimbledon  so unchanged is he. How I revel in his dramatism. With what absolute command he modulates his voicetones. The shrill declamatory top-note (almost passing into a shriek) in an instant changed for a hollow, deep, sepulchral groan, that seems to feel its way beneath the very tables of the heart!

The subdued persuasive undersong quietly leads us through labyrinths of agreeable meditation... Then like a thunderbolt, flashes and roars a sentence, making one jump in his seat.

Gradually the storm subsides, until once more we are brought up with a jerk... and so on; until we fairly hang upon his words and it is impossible not to attend.

Then there is the hand-play  how he finishes off a thought with a trail of the fingers instead of words; clinches a statement with a clap, instead of an epigram; points to a long-dead figure, and we see it; sparing epithets.

Then there is the body-play: advancing, he forces an argument upon our brains; retreating he is horrified as if at the audience, bending forward he drives home his points as with a mallet; leaning backwards he pleads, as before a court.

Then there is the Foot-play, for he even drags heavily his boot upon the floor under the weight of some distressing thought.

Then there is the Face-play: the sharp grey eyes, shooting right and left at the close of every period; and never letting a single person out of sight for two minutes together. And how extraordinary sometimes is his resemblance to the Canon. When he compresses his lips; droops the eyebrows, takes in a deep breath, and pats nervously with his hand upon the table  then the scene changes; I am in Christchurch!

What I like so is the sighs; and the tut-tut-tuts; the apostrophes; the hand-on-chin asides; the confidential, confirmatory repetition of you do (click of tongue, shake of head).. you do (click of tongue, shake of head).. you do in a whisper, after some telling affirmation...

Well, well; all this is beside the mark, perhaps you think, and to notice such is to defeat the purpose for which they were intended. And alas, the boys present could scarce keep from laughing. Ah! how could I have laughed ever!

For now he is among the chiefest prophets in my  what shall I call it?  Theogony. Yes  Theogony; for such aged benignity and saintliness on the one hand; and the youthful genius of poets on the other, press home to me the secret of much in Religion  at least false religions.

I could (if I did not hear the See thou do it not! within), fall down and worship either. And had I lived in the days of Buddha, Confucian, Zoroaster, or Mahomet, I should have been the first to start preaching their deification.

The dear man was seriously shocked to hear of Dorothys apostasy; quite unnecessary to tell him; for his quarter-hour expostulation with her before us all after the meeting was of none effect. I plied him with a few questions after supper; but gained nothing conclusive; where shall I?

The Vicar presides over the Plumber! Kemp is pretty sure of Highbury now.

I  really mean you to send by rly. the Andersen; and if needs, to eke it out with any school Shakesperes you find; and my Arabian Nights; also the MS. book, I mentioned.

Do you know I have an idea of versifying such Fairy Tales as are suitable; and of trying to publish them. They always had an immense attraction for me; and if I dont spoil them in trying to paint their roses, and throw perfume on their violets, they ought to do.

At any rate, some settled task, may kill my present lassitude. The very thought has made me sleepy, and so  a fair Good-night!

From your affectionate son, Wilfred P.S. I hope you will be agreeably disappointed to hear that what you thought a Quotation is perfectly original; a poor thing, but mine own; &  so far as I know not expressed before: it was printed simply for the sake, of emphasis. As you dwelt on When I survey, I might say what Canon Barnes Lawrence told me  Matthew Arnold was once in a Church in Liverpool, in 1888, when that was sung; and he was very moved, saying it was the finest piece of religious poetry in our tongue  or something like that. That day he fell down dead  from heart failure.

Do you remember a girl at the Mothers Meeting who looked ill, having had appendicitis. On Monday she thought herself dying; and was in a state of fearful terror. Mrs. Fordham dealt with her; and she has found peace now. She is better, too. You do not say how you are feeling; or whether a new maid has been found.

I am, of course, all right again; (and much enjoyed the Gingerbreads).

How did Father enjoy Torquay?


To Susan Owen

11  March 1912  Dunsden Parish Hall 

My dearest Mother, 

I am taking out a few minutes from the Club Time to answer your letter. There are ten stalwart youths now under my eye, so pardon if I wander. The vicar & Mr. Fordham left early today, & a telegram tells us they are safe at a hotel.

Mrs. Fordham invited Kemp & me to tea, together with Miss Hendy; our music was cut short (as far as I am concerned) at seven. My photographs are not yet finished; but I am afraid they are all mucked up,  Kemp did not even expose one of the 3 plates, tho he thinks he has! But I mean to try again.

You were right in guessing my occupation last Saturday at 6.45; I fancy I was thinking of you then  at least in my extensive mind travels at that hour I touch usually upon Mahim, England. I indeed wished for your presence on Sunday. Most enjoyable service. I really shall never tolerate St. Julians crashing organ-blasts and choking boys after our clear, stirring melodies and dim religious light. The sermons I could only bear interchanged once a month (say). The Concertina improves minute by minute. I was required to accompany the wheezy concert-screamer on the organ, andsoothly one might imagine it a violin, so pleasant were some tones.

I had an Ambrose to tea on Sunday. With an easy glide, I entered upon Deep Waters, when we were alone, and the poor lad is in a fearful Fog. It thickens every day. I can get him to say little, but by talking what I knew was in his mind (for an hour) I have nearly apprehended his state. Marvellous how a farmhand should be inflicted with earnest self-questioning every time he is alone. Like many a famous philosopher, he leans to the opinion that the personality of man becomes utterly extinct upon Death, and he cannot profess a Christians hope. How shall I answer?

If others knew the fog, fog fog which rolled in my mind, they would wonder that I should try to lighten another being. But I spend most of my time now in reading, analysing, collecting, sifting, and classifying Evidence, whereas he has neither time nor powers to probe the mysteries of Reason and Revelation. Of course I do not talk to him quite in this strain, but I try to uncover the grappling-hooks which are holding down his soul (supposing he has one.) His chief difficulty is Language. So is mine. In his case, Bad Language though one would never have thought it. He hates it, and he cannot escape it.

In my case, Fine Language, to yield wholly to the glamours of which would be accounted of this world by those who aver they are not of this world.

I love it, and I cannot escape it.

More, I dare not say now. You will think I have been in the clouds.

Nay, I have been in my Cor Cordium, my heart of hearts.

I must return to externals again to say that I shall probably not go to a Doctor. This bright weather puts my mopes to shame. My body needs no physician. Then my eye got better without any pharmaceutical fumbling; for, feeling it slightly less painful, I went into the Library, and there, with a parting stab, the grit seemed suddenly to leave me (final sheet missing)


To Susan Owen

16 March 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My own dear Mother, 

I hope you will get this by your Birthday; though I know you must have given up hope of getting the Pen Case by the 17th. Anyhow I say Many and Happy be the Returns of the Day to thee! What would you like me to give you at the next return?  so I may set about to think about beginning to start to choose something?

The Lantern worked splendidly under my manipulation on Wednesday; tho I only brought up the Slides from the Station at the last moment. There was no solo-singing. Brother Kemp was rather amusing over his part of the duties; for not wanting to stand up to read; he had the Study Reading Lamp taken to the Hall, and seated himself at the table at my side, with the result that all behind were blinded with excess of light. Of course this conduct was soon nipped in the bud.

I  got (or rather allowed) a favourite boy (Vivian) to help me with the slides; and on Thurs. managed to smuggle the same urchin to tea with me, having conveniently drafted the Kemptitude upon the Fordhams. Such a tête-à-tête tea, by the open window of the Den, with the odours of the Currant-Shrubs balmily wandering in and commingling with the essences in the solid-silver tea-pot  is a thing to enjoy.

On Friday afternoon, I was also in a pleasure-vein; spending an hour and a half in the School. I made a careful inspection of the drawings, dealt out the usual supplies of encouraging praise, and found the usual merriment in the dunces work; tigers, for instance, which looked like your slaveys old boots thus:

Nevertheless, there were some very fine Drawings from some; and Lorrie Ambrose, now a bird-starver, showed unmistakable talent!

His paintings should startle Harold, if he saw them. Then, I went out to see Mrs. Hulcoop drill the smaller boys and girls; begged permission to give them a few commands; was accorded the same with great pleasure; and so put them thro the old familiar Hips  FIRM! Neck  RESST! Darlings some of them are! I could have hugged them, rather than put any in the comer. Such is the force of the reaction  from now living where the voice of children is not heard, because they are not!

After this I went thro a collection of fossils and flints brought by scholars, and found one genuine chipped implement.

From school, I rendered myself to Fordhams tea with Kemp, and thence went a walk under lovely clear sky to Caversham Heights to visit an invalid lady; friend of Mrs. F.s and also visited at her word, by the Vicar. This invalid lives with her old mistress, a lady, old-maid, accomplished, and having a rather nice house. Next door lives a boy (of 15) who has composed music to a Hymn, and the old lady would have hustled this prodigy in for us to behold, if he had not been out. Now this school-boy has an older brother who aspires to be a journalist; and when I heard this I pricked up my ears the more: apparently visibly, for I received an invitation to meet one or other next Friday. I wonder what I shall make of them! It was strange enough to find oneself at home in a totally new household last Friday: It will be stranger still next week.

Is the Burden of your household shifted for a lighter one yet?

The Vicar has just returned: plus antiques as we had prophesied!

Mrs. Lott wants me to teach her Niece Pianoforte Music, with some slight remuneration, of course! Her late teacher & Kemp will come no more. I shall not refuse, tho I feel something of a Charlatan over it.

What I receive may pay for one or two lessons for me.

Kisses & Love from Your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

16  April 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

What do you think of the latest work of Kemps Camera? I took Kemp, and I think it is splendid of him. I am not very struck with the Hatted one of me, but the other appears to me very natural, almost animated. Would you like one to keep? Because you must please send all these three back, together with the unearthly one.

This morning I went into Reading with the iron-clenched purpose of bearding the College Tutorial Secretary in his Den. After a long wait, I saw him, and settled to take only Botany Classes, this term:

2 hrs. on Tues!

3 hrs. on Wed!!

1 hour on Thurs. (afternoon).

This is grand. Now can you let me have £3? I may be able to return it in a few months time. Classes start tomorrow. So please send off my Gown1 at once per G. W.R.; and with it, if you find any, my Shakesperes (Julius Caesar; As You Like It-, Mid Nights Dream.) (No Chambers.)

I dont think I need a Cap. I spoke to one of the Lecturers, Miss Rayner, and she seems very nice indeed. Premises and all appurtenances are admirable. The lady, with her satellites was photographing the eclipse when I interviewed her. I was riding home at 12.10; the sky was clear; and very weird the universe seemed; the atmosphere dulled as if charged with volcanic dust, especially on the horizon.

I am so glad you had a good time on your picnic. We go to tea at Fordhams on Friday next.

Yes, the Vicar did speak thus contumeliously of Wordsworth; he sinned in ignorance. Did my tongue well in cleaving to the roof of my mouth?

Ah, Junkets, who? Why, Jun-këts, John Keats; (so he signed a letter, or I should not have dared...) Marvel ye, that I handle thus lightly his Name? Well, thro reading his Letters, as I have just begun to do, I see him in a truer light; not one whit less to be reverenced, and fifty whits more lovable; having so many wits unrevealed to me before.

He didnt lack humour, narrabitavit, and his laugh lived in many ears, long after death had fed on his mute voice.


To Susan Owen

23 April 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

I had your Letter this morning, and your Parcel tonight! It got out of the Station before I could catch it on Sat; and Carriers have been bandying it about ever since. You must please, in future, label conspicuously To be left till called for  not per Carrier. if it is small enough for my bicycle. Many are the thanks I owe you for so carefully detecting anything Shakesperean in my shelves. I suppose I must thank you for the eats too. But you must positively send no more. I am most distressed to hear about the Bills; and I do wish, for your sake, a scramble might be made to get, and keep Cr. The College Sec. does not seem to want my fees yet; so I shall do nothing until Father brings me some spondoolick (as Kemp calls it). Then, in a month or two, I shall be able to repay;  if I take Mr. Kemps place on the accounts, as I hope I shall do in space; having already more than done so in the spear of dooty.

One thing in your letter made me exceedingly ratty! the tent; scandalous; I could not make out what you meant at first; and still cant make out why! Cussed be Canaan a servant of servants shall he be; for dwelling in the tents of ours. Had a letter from Stanley this morning too; Ill ha none ont. They have enough putheriveleges, (as Canon Barnes-Laurence would say.) Here am I, my fee for one course of lectures, unpaid, with no-wherewithal to buy a College Cap, or a pair of Flannels. The Revolutionary Ideals, crossing the Channel into England, inspired the British School of revolt and reconstruction in Bums, Shelley, Byron, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Tennyson, till its fires have died down today. Have they! They may have in the bosoms of the muses, but not in my breast. I am increasingly liberalising and liberating my thought, spite of the Vicars strong Conservatism. And when he paws his beard, and wonders whether £10. is too high a price for new curtains for the dining room, (in place of the faded ones you saw); then the fires smoulder; I could shake hands with Mrs. Dilber who stole Scrooges Bed-Curtains; and was affronted that old Joe was surprised, or questioned her right! From what I hear straight from the tight-pursed lips of wolfish ploughmen in their cottages, I might say there is material ready for another revolution. Perhaps men will strike, not with absence from work; but with arms at work. Am I for or against upheaval? I know not; I am not happy in these thoughts; yet they press upon me. I am happier when I go to distribute dole 

To poor sick people, richer in His eyes, Who ransomed us, and haler too than I.

These lines I quote, have haunted me incessantly. Perhaps because they are true. Anyhow, in obedience to you, and certain inward monitions, I have been to Dr. Gandy: nominally to ask whether I can play tennis. No! No! No! and on no account to ride up hills! He sounded me most thoroughly, travelling round my trunk two or three times; and this was his conclusion at once. So I am eased; yes, I am glad I went.

This morning I had my first lecture and also an hours practical work with the microscope. I am sure I shall enjoy the Course.

If any more of my old set call, do tell them to write.

Here are some more photographs. The Best Smiler is yours. The other (taken in eclipse, doncherknow) for Mary.

The one I like, and the boys, is Harolds  proviso  he takes care of it; for they are costly affairs. And we spent hours doing them today; and Kemps turned out no good; though he taught me with them. I mean to have one taken in gown. One of these for Colin. Now  no more.

Your own, Wilfred I am really anxious to see Father again; despite the Tent affair.

Cant you get your camera to take you? At least you might do this; if you dont come with Father, to see your Mother-languishing son.

W


To Susan Owen

20  May 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

O  most sweet among Mothers, 

Blessed is thy hand which writes to me so often! Blessed is thy heart which perceives the Sorrows of mine! O Blessed art thou among women!

Cheering was the testimony of a Bygone friend to thy youth and gladsomeness of countenance! And cheering thy words of counsel to me. I did not know before that weak hearts went with craven spirits. I had hoped it were otherwise.

How can I tell what a Book is going to say next! Lavengro is one of the most agreeable autobiographies; but suddenly Borrow must needs describe one of his fits of the horrors. These are preceded by unmistakable physical sensations. He feels the sensations coming on again  and  Oh Horrors!...

Well, to return (if ever I started on them) to things more definite, you will be sorry to hear that Selwood is breathing, or trying to breathe, his last breath. He is nothing to me; but I cannot be indifferent, or dismiss him from my thoughts even in a letter. Perhaps because it puts me in mind (if ever I needed it) of another Consumptive  long ago  ah too long ago...

There I am on the old Junkets track once again, you say! And now Im on, Ill not omit to tell you I lit on a picture of Isabella, in the Gunstons Academy Pictures, the other day. There flourishes the Basil, tho not so balmy as it should be, and fair Isabella kneels at a marble console-table (I leave the pun on this to you). Her features are almost those of Keats himself (feminised)-  I suppose intentionally.

Now I do think you should have had yourself snapped before you sent the camera. Oh how do I stand (yes and sit, lie, kneel & walk, too,) in need of some tangible caress from you.

Ink-slung ones are all very well in their way, and no one appreciates them more than I do; but my affections are physical as well as abstract  intensely so  and confoundem for that, it shouldnt be so.

What if I feel strange in your company after all this time apart; as I have done before after but a fortnight  surely that was the same I and the same you.

Then, when I recall the past, I often feel pretty sick at all the abominable rudenesses, ingratitudes, huffs, grumps, snaps, and sulks levelled at you. Oh my works do follow me!

How marvellously you have wrought upon my garments. And how well-packed was the parcel! What cannot you dam between Sun &

Moon? I found something in a pocket! That was tangible and mangeable too. I must not write more  my head troubles me, which it has not done for months. And a weird kind of spiral ~~~~~~~ has been rolling round and round in front of my vision  what ever I look at; so to bed  and sleep it off.

Goodbye, which being interpreted, is God be with you.

Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

12  June 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

It was very good of you to be writing for my Tuesday pleasure at 10 p m. on Sunday. As it happens it is just that time now, on Tuesday.

Public & Business Matters are very pressing just now, & I must deal with them first. I answered that U.C.C. Letter indecisively & not in the negative. I darent do anything till the Vicar comes home. But as 3  months of the Course-Time have lapsed, and as you are or were wanting me to put off till yet another year; and as opportunities for reading are not abundant here; and as my Latin is so tarnished; and as my machinery has a wonderful exhaust-system; perhaps I will wait till 1914! What a time, alas! Seemingly, too long! But a brilliant idea seizes me! I will take one or more Honours if I take that unconscionable time over the Business!

What this means you will please learn from p. 30 and pp. S-7 (Intro.) of the Guide, I am sending for your & Fathers reference.

What you think after reading this (& as much other pertinent matter as you can e g. Syllabuses) I shall be interested to know.

Just now I am in a fearful stew about it all. I know I could pass in 1913 with all day free,  other factors of course being propitious. But the last U.C.C. letter warns me I want 400 hours study in each subject, i e. 400 hrs. x 5 = 2,000 hrs. Taking 1 day = 5 hours, nearly I require 400 days, or 18 mths. allowing for Sundays, Holidays, Illness (?) etc.

The Vicar said something about teaching me Greek. I dread it; and Hebrew all Theological dustiness. But would substitute it for Latin willingly; and am going to attack the Vicar about it. I should love to read Greek; whose spirit giveth life to so much poetry: only the letter killeth.

One thing I may state, and that is  I definitely abandon the thought of Divinity Training till at least an Arts Degree is won. Such at present is my resolve. All Theological lore is growing distasteful to me. All my recent excursions into such fields proves it to be a shifting, hypothetical, doubt-fostering, dusty and unprofitable study. Such a conclusion at my time of life is not to be wondered at. It may change hereafter. All I can do now is to groan with Meredith:

*Ah what a dusty answer gets the soul When hot for certainties in this our life.

I need not this as a Wall-Text, though they are the verses of Meredith which have more than any others, appealed to me. I see them after Finis in every book which takes upon itself to answer the soul with certainties.

I am sorry this important letter is so badly written. It is not Private to the Addressed unless you choose to consider it so.

Do not haste to answer it, and be not at pains to concoct a sedative reply. I can come to no Fixation of Plans till I get closeted with the Vicar.

Meantime I may dissipate these clouds by a day at Shakesperes England. The Vicar wrote to ask me and the Fordhams to join him tomorrow in Town. I have not heard more. But I know the F.s have backed out. I have every respect for Mr. F. as a fellow that hath had losses; and one that hath two gowns, and everything handsome about him, but I should choose him last of all people as a companion round Shakesperean realms.

Methinks, that unlettered, small-knowing soul would worry me beyond bearing if he began to pat Wild Will on the back: an actor too! and dead against his principles!

He hath never fed of the dainties that are bred in a book J; however admirable his appearance, diction and cosmogony may be.

Have you seen anything about a Keats-Shelley Matinée in London?

I am nearly beside myself to know more; and I told the Vicar I was fluttered! Leading exponents are going to recite and sing!

Here is a letter from Kemp. Really interesting, isnt it?

Adieu, sweet Mother. Give me particulars of your pulse, when next you write. I think about it, oftener than mine own.

Your loving, Wilfred 

Can I get Cheap Tickets again?


To Mary Owen

27  June 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dear Mary, 

What an idiot I was to send you such a letter! And what a marvel you are better in spite of it! I think Mothers Card must have carried something of the Malady to me; for as I was reading Scott this morning an obstinate Black Spot foisted itself upon the Print; and danced in front of me, like a malicious goblin. Finally it took this shape and appeared to be going round in opposite directions at the same time.

This phenomenon so flabbergasted me that I lay down and dozed; but at lunch time woke up with a violent headache. After lunch I felt sick; but went out to do some business at the school, and tried to get into Reading. Finally I became so afraid of losing some of that refractory lunch upon the road that I made all speed home and slept again  until even now, when I am better already. There is going to be a meeting in the Hall to explain the Insurance Act, tonight. I hope to be able to go.

Now, in order to prevent any germs of my latest complaint communicating themselves to you through this letter I will sprinkle it with that excellent disinfectant mirth  and tell you something of our river trip last Tuesday.

The clouds hung very heavily when we embarked; and at odd moments swelled so tremendously about the waist and cheeks that they had perforce to drop some of their fatness to earth  as the Psalmist hath it  as a balloonist might drop sand.



We started more than half an hour late  the last arrivals being the Fordhams. Annette by some extraordinary manoeuvring soon anchored herself by me; and as I looked so supremely happy, as the Vicar said, his riverence rallied me on the subject afterwards. Bless his soul  I was happy. For one thing the old ladies (as Mother would say) puffed and blinked so complacently in their snug quarters astern and in the bows, that it was a sight to be thankful for. Then, then... (see how candid I am  dont betray me) the cargo was not all anile, and behold, in blissful proximity, mine own favourite Milly! My favourite boys were not aboard; instead a regular rascal (as I had thought him) was there.

Oft had I been down on him like a load of bricks at the Scrip. Union; and indeed he needed it. At school he goes by the universal name of Knowledge  of course because that commodity has no part in his being.

Well, on the boat, I noticed him, so to speak; chatted with him, and joked; and was astonished to find what good points, what tender ones, are hidden under the somewhat spiky ones that fringe his shaggy head.

The comble (there I am again  I mean the crowning-point) came when for about quarter of an hour, he fought Milly for the place next me.

Sometimes the struggle was subdued, and carried on by craft; sometimes it was a matter of elbow-point and finger-nail. No interesting sights on the banks could make Knowledge forget to squeeze up to my side; no bribery could tempt him to go below for lemonade. Until at last he was caught napping and Beauty won. The adjacent good folk were immensely amused at all this; but they saw not the magnificent Allegory therein:

Knowledge and Beauty wrestling for me! Heaven forfend that they should be antagonisticsforces in my life; and that Beauty should win!...

Why! I had almost forgotten the most important thing of the day  incessant rain all morning. I preferred the dry but thick air of the tiny cabin to the sodden deck, & the views of sodden fields seen from underneath a sodden overcoat; so I stayed below all the way there. Coming back, however, it cleared; and everything was delightful.

We had about two hours at Wallingford; where the Vicar took me (only) to a Hôtel. We had an excellent lunch of Poulet Fricassé, green peas, etc  and  veil not thy face, O Goddess Temperentia  a whopping beaker of Cider each!

Then the Vicar explored the Antique Shops. For tea, we moored up against a beech-wooded escarpment, miles long, on the left bank.

I and three élite, adventuresome children climbed to the top; and came down at a breathless rate; nursing the delicious fear that the boat had gone. Sailing home, Hymns were sung; but as different ones were crooning astern andfore, and I was just between, it was anything but pleasant.

We reached Caversham about 7.30; and I of course rode home; but I  thought of two little feet that had to walk, even to beyond the Vicarage, and was troubled.

So ended that happy day; and I kept an aromatic weed, the Sweet Flag, (Acorns, N. Order Orontiaceae, dont you know) as a memory, as the children called it. I didnt correct them. Memento is an infinitely less pretty word for such a thing than memory.

Childe Mary, I hope we are to have many such happy days, before long! Keep battling Unhealth; and I will do the same. And having won, watch dear, dear Mother that she overstrain not herself at this time.

I am expecting to hear very soon what Father has ascertained about my journey. The Vicar must be told. I am not particularly anxious to go to Meols; but shouldnt mind if I did.

God bless you, my dear Sister.

Your loving Brother, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

2  July 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

Your proposal to hustle me up in 1 day I readily accept, seeing it concerns pretty well all (two words illegible) Of course Mrs. Lott will find, (I shd say has found) no objection whatever to the time.

Whats 6 oclock to me! who got up the other day at s! Your dictum about my not wanting books from Shrewsbury, must be either ironical or abjectly unreasonable. Of course I want my Scotts; and I wonder whether Mrs. Davies has the key of the house, & could open my Bookcase & send them; as well as Wordsworth. Fancy being among the Lakes without eer a Wordsworth!  But perhaps you will be home before I need this last.

I am so glad you are enjoying the place and its enabitants; and that your constigution (as a man said to me this afternoon) is hundergoin a ealthy chinge.

I am in a perfect daze as regards the past few days. I rose (bitterly regretting I had ever promised to join such a detestable Excursion) at three oclock; had breakfast by semi-candlelight; and issued forth in old clothes into the raw air; was taken in a wagonette to-the Station; with the Boys in a van in front; and entered the compartment labelled Dunsden  which might as well have been ticketed Demonsden or my compartment in Purgatory itself.

Such a flesh-tortured three hours did I spend in it. The Vicar perhaps had the worst time of it going  pins stuck into all his limbs  paper missiles flicked at him from teeth-holden catapults  his hat snatched away  his paper bashed about  and so on. It is only fair to state, however, that now and again he would grasp an urchin, and thwack, lam, hide, beat, belabour, whack, smack, flog, flail, thump, lick, and kick the creature till the tears swam round its eyes. Coming home, I was the sufferer; for I kept slipping into Lethe, and being pulled out again by the frantic behaviour of one boy  who, being quick-witted and fond of leading, managed to make everybody laugh at him  and continued for some two hours in a state of what would be called advanced intoxication in a man. The Vicar sat like a log through it all; and seemed to see, feel, hear and think of  nothing. Not even did he show the least sign of perturbation when the Arch-imp shrieked Here comes Satan!

Heres the Devil! on seeing his own reflection on the Carriage-Window.

For my part, I quite believed it, and offered no contradiction.

As for Bournemouth itself it was just enjoyable  only just. Though I have not seen the sea for more than twelve months (isnt it) I have been so often at the Sea Side in Day-dreams of late, that its Sights, Sounds and Circumstance hadnt an atom of freshness about them. I took note of this fact with surprise and regret.

I shouldnt like to say it was altogether a Sign of a stronger imagination; because Bournemouth Cliffs, Pier, Steamers, & Sands and especially the Model-Boat-Canal were positively as familiar to me as Shrewsbury is now; simply through having gazed on them so long and longingly thro Uncle Johns Stereoscopic Views!!

As on Tuesday last, the heavens were graciously disposed to be liberal of rain, and we had it fine at short intervals only! In the afternoon I conducted a party of 18 over to Swanage, the Vicar slinking away to Bro. Lingleys home. Our home-coming in the carts through the midnight roads was most romantic. Only a Feuilletonist could do justice to it  thus That night, a stranger might have marked, as the midnight moon rose dimly above the woods, a carriage slowly travelling through the sleeping countryside  a carriage in which six dark forms were discernible. One of these was a Clergyman of the Established Church, an Oxford man, of very decided and onesided religious beliefs, and one who held his pedigree very proudly indeed. By him, sat an Elementary School-master, of Elementary Education and elementary manners, reading, and powers of thought; a man of very orthodox religious beliefs and very ordinary income; a fellow of a sharp and quickcondemning tongue, with eyes to correspond; and one who carried his petty-grievances very proudly indeed. By him, sat a Ploughman; whose calling, however, could not be well made out (unless it were by a certain earthy, soddy, cloddy cast of face) for he now grinned from between the lobes of a wonderful collar, and bore upon his left chest half the floral production of his garden. Then there was a bushy-browed and horny-fisted blacksmiths assistant; who calls for no mention save that from his cavernous mouth rose vapours which had their origin in Burton-on-T rent.

Fifth of the company, (also suggestive, somehow, of the Roman Numeral XXX or the Clef  ) was a taciturn, rusty-voiced man  a gardener and coachman both  now uttering his annual marvel of 10 words in succession.

Lastly, that carriage held a youth  a student and a philosopher by the thoughts that ran in his head; an invalid and a poet, by the pulse that coursed in his veins; and a fellow of fine palate by the victuals that slept in his stomach. Ah, and a Lover of sleep, too, by the lead that hung on his lids. A poor youth, look you, by his clothes; yet a rich one by his hands. A Poet, again, by his economy in Barbers Bills  and by his frequent glances at the rising moon...

What brought these strangely different beings together? What sentiment allows them to converse? O Clotho, Lachesis, Atropos! How have ye brought their threads of life within so small a ring as the circle of this vehicle? (final sheet missing)


To Susan Owen

21  July 1912  Keswick 

Dearest Mother, 

I am housed here at last. I left Keswick without any definite idea of my lodging but found my way, with difficulty, to this Camp, about a mile & a half from the Town. Arrangements had been made for me, &

I was shown a tent with three beds, on this level  No other furniture whatever except one blanket (of stuff like sackcloth)! We have meals in a large Marquee. The fare is very ordinary indeed; and the tea is horrid  just enough milk to make it muddy.

Very different state of things from (two words illegible) Yetholm1 too.

Never mind, it will sharpen my appetite for Home.

My Camp-anion is perhaps the very one I shd have chosen among the arrivals so far  a divinity student from Durham.

Last night  our first  -we hardly slept a wink  such was the force of the wind. Our tent thundered and creaked and shivered under the rain most frightfully; and at last we were positively nervous lest the pole shd come crashing down on one of our nuts. All night the Captains or whatever they are called were going round; malleting & tightening or loosening cords: and on one of their rounds we heard the cry of tent down next to us. We had heard not a sound of its fall; and wondered what it would be like to be struggling under a fallen canvas with no one to let us out  for the wretched bosses would sew  or somehow fasten  our tent door tight!

Since writing this... we have had Tea; and some fifty men have now come. Some are absolute boors; downright dizguzders over their meal; old blear-eyed horny-handers, some of them; but they are likely to be sober dogs; and men that fear Heaven, look you; which is not what I could say of my late companion, the wondrous-witty John; whose sobriety, I find, is as noteworthy as that of most medical students.

I could say more on that point, but I see no use in it; unless it were to point out that a normal, manly, fellow like John or Bill, might after all not be preferable as a son  to an eccentric being like me. I had my wits about me during the journey; and yet found that my luggage was not about me at Penrith. Some blighter of a porter put it in the wrong coach  for I saw it put in  ; however it came on to Penrith by a later train. I have got Fathers shoes and Cigar case; and I hope you will get the fishing rods all right. I spent 4 or 5 hours on Flodden Field; and saw the whole thing enacted to my great satisfaction  and to Blanches inward displeasure, it may be. I fancy an Englishwoman had something to do with James weakness on the battlefield  anyhow I was not going to let a Scots girl spoil my contemplation there by dragging me to places I didnt want to see. As it was we cycled 28 miles, & walked several more! You will observe I have not a word to say about mountains or lakes or streams  Surely if Wordswth., Coleridge, Southey, Shelley, and Ruskin made it a matter of years to describe them, I cannot do so now, in this flapping, windy pavilion; with tongues, plates, piano, and such-like dinning around me.  Ever your loving wilfred P.S. (one line missing) as soon as you have my address.

P.P.S. I was much refreshed when seeking my luggage at the stn. to see Vera and Dorothy (and Miss F. this time) upon the platform  -and created quite a sensation among the Conventionists by my unconventionally enthusiastic greeting of them. (Except for that moment, when I was in a stew, I have been too cold rather than too warm, & simply cant understand your heat wave.)


To Susan Owen

Wednesday 24 July 1912  Penrith Road Keswick 

My own dear Mother, 

I found on reading Mr. Collingwoods Ruskin that Ruskin (my King John the Second) used to write elaborate (or at least full) letters to his anxious parents every single day, when he was once in one part of Switzerland and they in another; and that a remissness in this respect  say of three days would put Mama in a rare flutter.

Inspired by this ensample I sit me down on my tent floor, & leaning on my fair green trunk, do pencil the following. I may say that I have had to cut family worship for the purpose, and that I can hear at this moment every word that is being said there; and am forced by very proximity of it, to hear another Prayer Meeting in my next-door tent; groaning at the bottom of its voice.

This Camp is a magnificent thing in one respect; I am thrown into the Society of just as many varieties of my species as I am capable of taking stock of during a week. Irishmen, Scotchmen, Englishmen & a German, from all parts  (including Birkenhead, Shrewsbury etc.) and drawn from all ranks.

I have 3 others in my tent now  all from different colleges in Durham University. Socially, I suppose they are the pick of the Camp, but they are really not at all interesting... We are very merry together, and agreed to have our photos taken before the tent. My suggestion (I believe) of having it done in pyjamas (as the Photographer was coming early in the morning) was highly acceptable to the rest, who proposed the addition of turbans (of towels). I hope it will be a success.

Of course the whole Camp has been done and this has indeed turned out very well.

There is, in a tent remote from mine, a Northumberland lad who works in the pits, whose soul-life and Christianity is altogether beyond my understanding. He has absolute peace of mind; faith before which mountains not only sink, but never become visible; and most other virtues of which the Keswick Platform speaks. The watching of his conduct, conversation, expression of countenance during meetings, bids fair to speak louder to my soul than the thunderings of twenty latter-day Prophets from their rostra upon these everlasting hills.

While your sleek Thomas, Hopkins, Dixon, Holden, Scroggie, and the rest of these double-barrelled guns, whose double-barrelled names I refuse to write, while they, I say, preach that preaching is no witness of a Christian Soul, your scar-backed mining-lad acts that acting is efficient. Scar-backed, I say, through running along subterranean roads four feet high, and scraping against its jagged roof. And while my guide to Edinburgh would calmly send people to the Devil for no greater provocation than say having an ugly face, this youth lets no profane word pass his lips, tho pricked with piercing pain and surrounded by the grossest human mud that ever sank to a pits bottom.

Another interesting thing, a good antidote to student-superciliousness, is that this pit-lad is wrestling with a Class-book of Physics  and taking 

Correspondence Tuition in the Arts of Mining. He has no holiday and during this week, his pay is stopped.

Now I must return to myself  and chronicle that I have bathed in the lake; climbed Latrigg, seen the views from Castle Head, and Friars Crag; bought a pile of post-cards; had my hair cut (atrociously); and had my bicycle badly treated by an unauthorised borrower. It is right now; and I made the fellow pay (1s.)

I dont know what to say or think of dear Mary. I must bring her a present. Dont be anxious about me. I am feeling more energetic as the days pass. Great thanks for the parcel & letters.

Ever your loving Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

August 1912 (Alack the day!)  Dunsden Vicarage (Alas!)

My own sweet Mother, 

I didnt bring your pre-addressed envelope; so I mean to sport a penny letter already. I have had tea, and do not feel like laying my hand to anything except a letter to your dear self...

I dont know whether it be a sign of moral decadence, or the unsurmountable force of circumstances, or what, but I never felt so near giving vent to emotion as this morning. I know not what you returned to the solitary house to do; but I know that I am glad I was the only occupant of my compartment....



Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean, 

Tears from the depth of some divine despair, 

Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes, 

In passing by the happy Autumn fields 

And thinking of the days that are no more.



These lines might have been written for me so true to my state are they  tho I did not think of them at the time.

But when I got here, flabby and unstable as I felt, I tried to set down verses more entirely my own. You shall see them some day.

I am getting to like railway journeys less and less. Cant understand it, but they quite upset me. I was thankful to be across my bicycle again, and gathered strength as I passed, well-loaded, along the sweet security of our streets.

Now it is quarter past six; a thunderstorm has just broken overhead.

The feeling of pent-up grief has not left me yet  not altogether an unpleasant feeling, but so strange and unusual  (I am thankful for that)

Your provisions were over-ample; but I was glad to finish them when I arrived here at about 3.30. Only all these touching instances of your care add to my inward wretchedness of spirit just now.

I have sent a card to Mary.

Lightning & thunder and rain fill the air. (Fearfully near)



When shall we two meet again 

In thunder, lightening, or in rain?



Ah when? Dunsden is already distressingly familiar; and all I love proportionately remote. I never felt so sorry to leave as this time (Uriconium has nothing to do with it) is the poor plaint of your adoring Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

7.40p m., 14 August 1912  From the extra-specially easy chair, In The Study Of Dunsden Vicarage 

My own dear Mother,

I wonder what you will think of these my first (complete) productions in photography?

I am certainly proud of the profile one of you. For in spite of many blemishes of background, and fogged top of plate, etc. I do think that this represents in a wonderful way your side-appearance, and if nothing else were satisfactory, the hand itself is a study.

I wonder whether you are noticing anything unusual in my handwriting? Its only because I am writing without a supporting desk. The fact is, however, my left knuckles are very considerably lacerated. Just by the Well (in the P.C.s I left out purposely for you,) I had the most violent side-slip I have yet endured. (Miss Wigan badly hurt her face on this very spot from this very cause  only I didnt know till after my fall.) I was hardly off the machine 10 seconds; for no bones were broken; only the left knuckles, knee, and elbow grazed.

I soon reached the Vicarage, losing only half a dozen drops of blood from my hand, and felt remarkably unshaken. I purposed to whisk over to Alpenrose, and have first aid from one of the experts there. Meanwhile I had summoned the Temporary Housekeeper to bring bandages.

(The Lotts are away & Edith was out &, of course, the Vicar is away.)

I was washing some of the dirt out of the wound, & had applied some of my Carbolic Ointment, when sudden twilight seemed to fall upon the world, an horror of great darkness closed around me  strange noises and a sensation of swimming under water overtooked me, and in fact I fell into a regular syncope. I did not fall down however, nor yet lose all conciousness; but the semi-blindness, and the chill were frightful.

I murmured something about Brandy to Adelaide (who had little idea of what to do, & who was as white as the proverbial sheet, (in reflection no doubt from me.)

When she brought up the whiskey, I had groped right away to another room! and found myself gasping at a window, without quite knowing how I got there. I must have implored for the doctor, for Adelaide sent off the Boy poste-haste into Caversham. He had hardly gone when my senses began to return  O it was a blissful moment when the lights were turned up again in my head! And the sensation of quickening circulation & warmth was like the Return of Spring for deliciousness. I found myself indeed in an icy sweat and of a really beautiful and romantic pallor. Half an hour later I had tea, & was keenly hungry. Since then, the doctor has been, & has sent up boracic things. I got Edith to call for Dorothy when she cycled in for the Lints, and dear old D. duly came and bandaged to my satisfaction....

Now I have related everything most circumstantially, and there is nothing more to be said. You will not be able to make much of it  I had made the matter as big as it will be made. The grazes are trifling after all. And I am feeling now quite normal, and what is more, pleasantly sleepy. So I will off to bed.

Nay I will stay to gossip  that you may see how lucid my mind is, and how calm my feelings.

I had a presentiment that something of note would happen shortly.

Further, I was riding away from an old man to whom I had been reading Spurgeon  and the burden of the Sermon was the fact that our lives are leased by seconds  not by seventy years, thirty years, five years.

Not more frail are flowers, more fragile moths... or more fleeting meteors than Human Life.

I was even moralising on this when I tried to put it into practice!  

I remember hearing that a week or so ago Kemp had an accident  & damaged his machine!

These occasional minor mishaps do a great deal of good. They make one careful for many months to follow.

By the time this reaches you I must be getting into order for the dentist. I have an appointment on Friday.

Many, many thanks for your dear letter.

Hope I have made this interesting, at least.

Your (but for a sq. centimetre or two) whole, safe, sound, unsufFering, cheerful Son, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Monday, 9 September 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My most filial-neglected Mother, 

Why have I been so long in writing again? Perhaps because of the very quantity of matter to tell you.

On Sunday before last I had a Childrens Service.

On Monday following, Bro. Kemp came over, & stayed till Wednesday.

His friend Morley, B.A. of Camb. has been here Wed. to Saturday.

Morley, if thro Ordination Exam, is becoming a Curate in Reading. It was rather novel to see the ins and outs of this business; to hear him telling himself he must get a Frock Coat and Top Hat even if he goes to his Cure in debt. He plays the callow Deacon very creditably, and the clerical flavour will soon be part of himself. But  (I should say  

Hence) he has a very solid opinion of himself, and thinks his energy, command, erudition and such like in public speaking are wonderful though a more stodgy, plodding, dough-faced candidate I have never met.

Good old Kemp was a delight to have here again. He says the like of being at Dunsden; but, poor fellow, a meal he had alone with the Lord Vicar of the Parish of Dunsden, was enough to remind him that all is not Elysian here.

On Wednesday, however, I had cause to feel all gratefulness to his reverence; for he remembered his promise of taking me to Town. Best of all, he gave me the leash all day.

My first move was to Watsons, High Holbom. There I underwent the long-feared test; and was told the inevitable thing. Your eyes badly need Glasses. You have pronounced Astigmatism, Hypermetropia, and all the rest.  -Was ever optician said otherwise to a client? Well, I had to submit, and have received spectacles to be worn reading, and walking, eating, and standing and sitting and laughing & crying, and coughing & sneezing... I presume I may behold Dream-Objects without them?

From Chancery Lane I looked in at the Brit. Mus. to see one or two things I wanted to; thence to the New London Museum, but found it closed that day, and so straight to Earls Court. I was highly pleased with the reconstruction of Shakesperes Globe Theatre. I was just in time to see the very play on my Exam. Syllabus  The Tempest. All was conducted on rigorously Elizabethan lines, and the effect was most instructive to a student; tho the acting was in parts but so so. We took an early train home  fortunately, for driving over Caversham Bridge I spotted a Biplane, high in the Western Sky. My first sight of such craft was as impressive as I could have devised. Scarcely a breath of wind  the calm, yellow sunset sky, and the planes gliding smoother than wings, and so high that the engines are perfectly inaudible...

Och! Here comes Mrs. Lott, breathless, saying Frank waits for letters.  More very soon, W


To Susan Owen

17  September 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dearest Mother, 

Your letter was one of five receiv ed this morning  quite an unusual bundle. Needless to say it was the one I opened first and shall try to keep longest. My letters are so accumulating that I am trying to systematize their storage.

Leslie, the invaluable, has brought to my notice the Bookman Souvenir Number of Keats & Shelley. It has proved the best shillings-worth I have bought for a long time. I could scarcely eat my tea for excitement when I first looked through it. It is teeming with fascinating Pictures.

I have to tell the truth, scarcely looked at the articles yet. It is too oppressing to think how many great minds have exerted themselves for his sake, and for Shelleys.

Marie Corelli, bless her, has done her best to effuse on Severn... lift... me... up. But I cannot forbear quoting Lowells Sonnet To the Spirit of Keats  Except for its merits of expression, I might have done it myself.



Great soul, thou sittest with me in my room, Uplifting me with thy vast quiet eyes, On whose full orbs with kindly lustre, lies The twilight warmth of ruddy ember-gloom.

Thy clear strong tones will oft bring sudden bloom Of hope secure to him who lonely cries, Wrestling with the young poets agonies, Neglect and scorn, which seem a certain doom.

I  



I wont finish off this, in order to reserve your patience for a finer, By A. C. Benson.



Laughing, thou saidst,Twere hell for thee to fail In thy vast purpose, in thy brave design, Ere thy young cheek, with passions venomed wine Flushed and grew pale, ah me! Hushed and grew pale!

Where is thy music now? In hearts that pine Oerburdened, for the clamorous world too frail, Yet love the charmed dusk, the nightingale Not for her sweet sake only, but for thine. etc.



The Sestette says almost what I did in Teignmouth about the writ in water (alas!); and I had already, too, got the last sentiment, about the nightingale, at least in mind, if not on paper.

Last week, being thus fired afresh, I got W. M. Rossettis Life of Keats, and, though he is horribly crabby over the early poems, throws more light on the Life & Character than I have obtained from Sidney Colvin. I cannot read either for long without getting wound up. I have more than once turned hot and cold and trembly over the first haemorrhage scene; and sobbed over Severns He is gone...

But I never guessed till now the frightful travail of his soul towards Death; never came so near laying hold of the ghastly horror of his mind at this time. Rossetti guided my groping hand right into the wound, and I touched, for one moment the incandescent Heart of Keats.

I must not trust myself to say more on this subject now; but if you are so rash as to come near me soon, you will be in for hours of reading; both à bas, and also à haute voix from me.

The other day I started afresh on The Little Mermaid and have done 19 stanzas. Would you like to hear one of the best?



IX.

Oer this, she set a weeping willow-tree To droop and mourn. Full dolefully it clung About his form, and moved continually, As if it sighed, as if it ever wrung Convulsive fingers, in sad reverie; And oer the light blue sand it hung A purple shade; which hour by hour the same, Burned softly on like lambent sulphur-flame.



What has happened to Little Claus and Big C.? I meant to bring it back with me. Will you please bring it?

I will order Liber Studiorum & forward it within a few days. I suffer slightly from toothache, but not acutely.

My hand shows little sign of its maltreatment, and gives (sensorarily) less.   

I have not yet closed with U.C.Ç. but should be glad of £s when forthcoming.

Much love;  Your hopefully expectant Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

6 October, 1912  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

Harvest Thanksgiving is today: so you will miss the inestimable spectacle of the depraved Gothic of our shanty all belittered with fowsty apples and fag-ends of the stubble-fields. Not to mention the choir and its thrills. One boy sings so flat as almost to reach two tones below his part, & sing alto. One good virtue this hath  it makes me sing imprecatory psalms with a right good will.

I can scarcely believe you will see me on Sat. I shall scarce see much of you unless you arrive early on account of the P.M. (Pious-Moments, Plainful mumblry, Pish-tush Muggery, or what-you-will.)

Sunday, too, if its anything like this, will not permit me to come over.

I will mention your coming to the Vicar. You need not write to him.

Did I tell you I was prevented from going to London, by stress of work on the Coal & Clothing Accounts?

The Vicar went on Thurs.  speaking in the Caxton Hall for the Protestant Woman. He brought me home an Etching of the Nuns House, Cloisterham,  quite framable  as a bit of sugar after my labour  (which was not hard, but so trivial  complicate.)

Excuse more of a letter  (and perhaps excuse further letters)  I must reply to Mary, tho I am about at an end of original remarks, having taken a Bible Class before Church, and having prepared and deliverd a Harvest Address at the Childrens Service, in addition to the Church Service.

Ever your own, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

12/12/12  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

You ask for a Card, and I send you a letter: you beseech for a watereddown note, and I send you a drop of the milk of human kindness on cream-laid note-paper.

But it is well that I know I have but a short while to write it in.

I cannot put enough emphasis into my first petition: Do take it easy, right on till Christmas. You little know how my happiness hangs on the assurance of your health. Suppose you were the least bit strained in the ventricles where is my Christmas joy of Homecoming.

Never have I set greater store on a holiday to brace up my nerves.

They are in a shocking state, and no mistake. My breast is continually too full. Just as if one had been over-long in a putrid atmosphere, and had got to the advanced stage of being painfully conscious of it. A breath of another air may put things right.

Maybe only Fire will clear the Cobwebs.

But I had rather kill the Spider...

I have just heard that at the Mothers Meeting this afternoon, Millys Mother yielded herself to God, and was brought to the point by the visible happiness of her child. Is it cowardly to be influenced by the doings of others; I mean, being willing to follow if others will lead?

That is how it strikes me, if I at this juncture, were to make my sacrifice  of Reason.

My time for setting out for the Club is nearly here. I press on.

I dare not give an opinion about Harolds Future. Am I his Keeper?

(two lines unreadable)

Curiously enough, both these cuttings were in The Pall Mall today.


1913
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To Susan Owen

(4 January 1913)  (Dunsden Vicarage)

First page missing The furor (several words missing) now abated in the Vicarage, thank Mnemosyne; but I hope that I, who discovered him something over a year ago, may (half page missing) but the Vicars presence (taciturn instead of wontedly gay) symbolic of my stern Destiny, sat heavy on my soul the night. I have already braced myself to one important interview; the upshot of which was that he begged me to spend the next morning upon Tracts! Others will follow.

Murder will out, and I have murdered my false creed. If a true one exists, I shall find it. If not, adieu to the still falser creeds that hold the hearts of nearly all my fellow men.

Escape from this hotbed of religion I now long for more than I could ever have conceived a year and three months ago. It reminds me of that old grange in Westward Ho! whither the priests would resort and hatch plots for the salvation of England.

To leave Dunsden will mean a terrible bust-up; but I have no intention of sneaking away by smuggling my reasons down the back-stairs.

I will vanish in thunder and lightning, if I go at all.

It has just struck me that one of the occult Powers that Be may have overheard the ancient desire of my heart to be like the immortals, the immortals of earthly Fame, I mean, and is now on a fair way to granting it. This flight of mine from overbearing elders, if it comes off, will only be my version of running away from College (Shelley, Coleridge).

Only where in me is the mighty Power of Verse that covered the multitude of their sins. It is true I still find great comfort in scribbling; but lately I am deadening to all poetic impulses, save those due to the pressure of Problems pushing me to seek relief in unstopping my mouth.

Here is a Sonnet that occurred to me this morning:  



On My Songs 

Although on many and many a sacred time  a Poets have spokn as if they knew my woe;  b Though, as it seemed, they fashioned many a rime  a To be my own souls cry, easing the flow  b Of my dumb tears with Language like deep sobs,  c  Y et there are hours when richest hoards of thought  d Hold nothing for me. No heart throbs my throbs;  c No brain yet knew the thing wherewith mines fraught.  d Tis then I voice my own dim reveries.  e Low croonings of a motherless child, in gloom,  f Who fain must sing himself to sleep, are these.  e Tonight, if Thou shouldst lie in this same Room,  f Dreading the Dark thou knowst not how to illume,  f Listen; my songs may haply give thee ease.  e 

I need scarcely explain the metaphors of the last lines. If however a conscientious 3rd Reading fails to make it clear, I will cease talking in parables for ever.



I gave dear old E.W.Ms pamphlet a conscientious reading. But you know such a course of study is now quite beside the mark for me.

Discussions which take it for granted the reader believes in Adams getting outside some fruit or other! and then going off into occult matters of retributive dogma, are not what I want. They are trivial, and annoying, like the tickings of the clock that so annoyed E.W., you know, that he shelved it deep in a cupboard. Perhaps there is enough here for you to digest.

Blessings attend you, dear Mother, and the dear kindred, whose message touched me to the heart.

Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

29  January 1913  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

Tuesday Mid-day brought your very welcome letter. Things are at a standstill again with me; because the Vicar has gone away for some days to Lingleys, at Parkstone Bournemouth. (N.B. Doesnt Mrs. Corbett live at Lingley, Parkstone?) I had infinite labour to find a clergy to take the Evening Service on Sunday. Went to about nine people in Reading about it, walking from 2.15 till nearly 10 p m. (Not unaccompanied, however.) Got Neatby4 eventually, and for my pains had a jolly fiery sermon, which might have been framed for my own special edification  or demolition I should rather say.



I went to the Glee Practice last night. Leslie is troubled at the idea of my leaving soon. He had some more verses to show me  astonishing!

I have also been guilty of four Compositions since you left! I tell you, I have no satisfaction so pleasant as the feeling of something attempted, something done, in this way. Yet it is very, very little that I have the heart to commit to writing.

I paid a visit to the School this morning. The children show no sign of missing Mrs. Hulcoop, but what signs would one expect to see?

And the other day I asked Milly if Mrs. H. were ever cross with them.

Oh yes! I should think she was!

Did she ever punish you?

Made me turn out of my seat sometimes.

How often?

Oh, every day.

Dear me: what for?

Oh, I dont know.

Now, you must know.

Because, I read too quick, then.

It is a mightily instructive, as well as pleasant thing to have the confidence of a child. In fact it is the only way to get at any notion of child-psychology.

Teachers in Colleges talk of studying a child. And they go about it with moral microscopes in their eyes, and forceps in their fingers. Not the way at all. All that is wanted in the hand is the childs own hand; the best lens for the eye is an earnest smile.

Children are not meant to be studied, but enjoyed. Only by studying to be pleased do we understand them. My opportunities of such observation are unique here. I can examine their home-influence, for I have the entrance of every house. I know their school-influence, for I know every one of their teachers. I know their spiritual influences, for I know every one of their spiritual task-masters. And I have a very good idea of their amusements.

Now is there after all some region of their natures which I shall never fathom? Is there a definite relation between them and the unseen, into which my curiosity, my jealousy may never pry? I think not.

I believe this sweet piety of theirs has reference to present environment only. Environment was the cause of it. Alter the environment and it will go. For already I grieve to say (though why I grieve is not very patent, considering) that impressions are wearing off in some cases, already. In fact I am convinced that I hold under my tongue, powers which would shake the foundations of many a spiritual life.

A weeks conversation crumbles what promises to be an eternal structure.

This is speaking boldly, and terribly.

Think not I would use those Powers. Shelley scrupled not to play their whole force upon his young friends. But because the Religion he had met with was hollow, it does not follow that no religion is solid.

He and all his thousand tribes may never have struck the real thing. It exists none the less, you say. Only I havent met it  to know it  yet.

Nay, I should feel the (possibility of) the millstone tightening round my neck, and the bitter waters of the sea pouring in at my lips, if I essayed to recommend my persuasions on another. I look upon the child-lives with an eye too much like their Creators, to play the part popularly ascribed to a malignant tempter.

By the way, when I survey a class of children in this paternal way, (for I can experience the happiness of paternity, fraternity, and amativeness all in one, sometimes) I find some excuse for the unswallowable bone of contention  the Doctrine of Election.

Nothing affords greater pleasure than singling out from a crowd.

When I go through a picture-gallery I single out my favourites; when I stand in the company of the Poets, one has my enthusiasm ten-timesheated; when I live amongst a village of children, one claims seventytimes-seven-fold more affection than the others.

And this leads me  merely to the end of my letter. You wont suffer if you skip half this prosing till another day, and turn to the happy ending, after your manner with books: Where you will find  no expressions of devotion  but just the supplication Be strong (1) physically  (Poor Kemp lost his Mother suddenly the other day) (2) spiritually (lest through loneliness and no support I quail before the Truth of Truths).

Your own, Wilfred 


To Mary Owen

1 February 1913  Dunsden Vicarage 

My dear Mary, I cannot tell you, dear sister, how glad I was to hear of your experiences in spiritual matters  because my gladness is limited by hindrances of my own. I am intensely sorry therefore that I must bid you not look to me as in any way a responsible guide in your religious life.

But be thankful that, although you have abundant means of grace around you, the finest Christian spirits are those who have direct communication with Powers Unseen, and who are consequently independent of what man can do unto them, either for evil or good.

I have made the discovery that no religion is worth the having, except the vital reality just indicated. At the same time I have to acknowledge that such a religion I do not know in my own experience. That is as much as I will say to you on these points,  I should say these vast spheres  now or henceforward: till I cannot but speak.

Now, concerning my outer man, I must observe that I now must really own up to that objectionable title  man!  I am boy no more; that is for the greater part of my time. I have enough grey hairs to whiten the ground if they were to drop out.

Ha! Zooks! Something necessitates my stopping short! I will explain tomorrow.

Ever your loving Brother, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

4  February 1913  Dunsden Vicarage 

Dearest Mother, 

This morning I managed to broach the subject of my leaving, to the Vicar. He had only been waiting for me to be first in the matter. Unless I get right, I pack off this very week,  about Friday perhaps.

Tomorrow will be Ash Wednesday. How many just persons that need no repentance will sit in Ashes then! Scarcely a soul in the world will need repentance more than I.

Only is such a thing as repentance an actuality, or a delusion? There are left just a few hours or days for me to consider it. These days will be the intensest of my life. It amounts to finding out whether my sanest moments are really my maddest. If they are I am still  mad.

I ought to reply to Harold (two lines unreadable) But in any case I must write again to you very speedily.  However much I wish to put aside immediate and circumstantial considerations, in my decision, the thought of leaving Dunsden weighs upon me terribly. Though Dunsden will contain little to attract me, if I become a religious devotee.



.. All my pretty ones?

Did you say all?... All?

What all my pretty chickens At one fell swoop?

(Macbeth.)



And my verse-making? O hard condition! The evidence of increasing powers of late (such as they are) is too tantalising.

I will say no more.

I dont want to communicate my calm frenzy to anybody  let alone you.

My allegiance to you and my Father is never to be shaken. For the rest, I have not the slightest feeling of humility for anything in existence, but the Eternal Being, the Principle of Beauty, and the Memory of Great Men.

Ever your Wilfred 



PART II. BORDEAUX, THE PYRENEES

AND MÉRIGNAC 1913-1915


To Susan Owen

28  September 1913  Chez Mme. Dubo, 95 Rue Porte Dijeaux Bordeaux 

Dearest Mother, 

It seems that you had not received my 2nd letter when you wrote your last card. I hope, if you have not yet got it, that you have at least had three postcards since you sent your last. I forgot exactly what I said in that letter; except that it requested you to send my Birth Certificate as soon as possible. It has just occurred to me that I forgot to write Angleterre on the envelope of that letter: but wrote England instead.

If this has been the cause of its abortion, I renounce the French race for ever.

In reply to Fathers questions I repeat that I shall be in Bordeaux till the 15th Oct. I also repeat the following points:

That my Room in Rue Castelmoron cost 30 francs a month, i e.

1 f. per day.

That my present room costs only 20 francs a month.

That neither contained two beds; and the present room is very small.

But there is another room vacant on the second floor of this house, (I am on the first) which is much larger than mine; but at the same price.

Hiring it by day, Father might easily get it for less than 1 franc a day.

I get very satisfactory dejeuner (12 oclock) and dinner (7) for l and a fifth franc each: at a hotel not far removed from the Room and the School.

In any case it would be easy to find a cheap room near mine: and the full cost of pension at my Hotel is only 5 f. a day. I am lucky to have found a room which combines the qualities of cheapness, nearness to the school, tranquillity and a large window, overlooking a garden!!

As I indicated on a P.C. I am earning about 4 francs a night by speechyfying in technical French on the subject of a Wireless Dirigible Balloon.

I  enjoy the business immensely, though it is often two oclock in the morning when I get back to my Rooms. And sometimes I am teaching at 8 oclock the same morning. Such is the influence of Climate and Environment,! The demonstration is held in a Theatre (a fitter place, I take it, than the Cathedral); of course a highly respectable place; and the audience is composed of high class people almost entirely. On one occasion I had the honour of addressing the Mayor of Bordeaux  a great personage I assure you.

After all is over we usually sit drinking (syrops) in a Café till one or two oclock. Syrops, mind, for my friend the Inventor neither drinks nor smokes and is in all respects a most amiable and estimable fellow (little older than myself, I should think.) Now, he is so pleased with the manner in which I show him off, and generally with my knowledge of French, command of English, and inklings of Wireless Telegraphy, that he has made me a proposition to the effect that if I should like to travel with him, he would give me 200 f. a month (£96. a year)  as well as travelling expenses paid. He speaks bad French and worse English, and consequently needs an interpreter and secretary while in Paris (November) and America  Mexico of all marvellous places! (next spring.)

What do you think of the idea?

One clause of the contract is that we should teach each other our languages! I feel very tempted, especially as I can only just live on the Berlitz Salary.

My compatriot1 who smokes much and saves little, has to obtain Remittances from home. He was a student of Nottingham College, but failed to pass Inter-Arts, and now at 22, is spending his time in France, awaiting a Civil Service Exam, in Spring.

I dont particularly like him. He is tall, & something of a gawk, easily enraged; and of limp principles, (I should imagine). Neither have I yet discovered that he has any interest in life.

I am fond of all my pupils  nearly. One is a doctor, and yesterday I mustered all my medical ignorance into one vast conglomeration of terms.

Another, who is preparing for the French Equivalent of Matriculation has invited me to go motoring with him over the fair lands of Médoc; but I have not yet found time.

The Doctor has also given me an infallible prescription for a pomade which cures a cold in 48 hours. (I have a slight cold  or had rather. In 2 days I have smoked it out with some Eucalyptus Cigarettes. I dont blame the weather for the Cold, but must have caught it, either from the Inventor or Langholz the Sub-Director).

I dont know whether I told you: I saw the President very well when he was here last week.

During the whole of October there is to be a Fair in Bordeaux whatever that may mean.

Hydroplanes are in the habit of planing over the Garonne, but I have not yet seen any.

I sometimes promenade along the docks, and see the ships of many lands.

It would be the time of your life if you would but come over with Father. Well, well! Anyhow, I hope to hear very soon that Father is really coming.

Excuse the scraggy air of these sheets: a bad pen and a good dinner are to blame. But our communication is not wholly dependent on the 2 and a half d post, as telegraphy is independent of wires, and I greet you night and morning as though no hundreds of miles or tens of years were between.  Ever your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 2 November 1913  Bordeaux PRIVATE

My darling Mother, 

Last Sunday you wrote the tenderest letter of all, as if you feared all the time I might be ill; so much so that you finally say, you think you must have a fit of the blues.

It was not a fit of the blues; it was an instance of the unconfinable sympathy that exists between us.

Last Sunday I had got somewhat low, through a weeks double work.

Then began another week worse than the first, and I only lost my headache (beginning last Friday week) this very morning. Everything was done that was possible (except sending away pupils) to assist me; but Aumont was away in Nantes, and the Sub-director found himself so very Sub under the circumstances that he would not undertake to dismiss any lessons. So, being still able to walk to the school (unfortunately)

I dragged on till Friday. I took my Courses sitting in an armchair with the thick overcoat; and looked and sounded, I suppose, like a nonagenarian bishop addressing a Confirmation.

Saturday was the Feast of All Saints; and caused a holiday at the school. I stayed in bed all day, and got, with some difficulty, enough cups of milk to keep me alive. I found to my dismay that Mme. Dubo was in no disposition to get or prepare things for me; and until I actually stayed in bed I had to crawl about myself  for firewood, for instance, with which I lighted me a blaze to dry the room; for it rained heavily. I had been having nothing but milk for the last 3 days, so for dinner, I ordered some Oxo, but alas! appeared a vile salty concoction, not like the bottled Oxo, but made from a cube. Small nutriment in that; nevertheless if I had not detained her by my requests, Madame would have left me without anything to eat, (save a Siphon) and without anyone in the house (save the close Spaniard that I do not know)  and would have gone to the Fair. I was but little apologetic when she blustered it was now too late to go out! etc.

I had long known one of my complaints, and at midnight I drank off a dose of Oil of Ricin,  French equivalent of Castor Oil. The effects are not yet entirely satisfactory. I was, however, able to eat an egg which I boiled for myself to tea today. Madame hied to the Cemetery for a large part of this day, to tend the Dead, and left the living to fend for itself. Fearing to contract more weakness, I therefore got up and dressed; and after a little promenade as far as the gardens (for it was now sunny) I boiled water for my tea, and cooked egg and toast. With one knife, one plate, one spoon, and only half a stomach, imagine me taking this repast in the dismal evening gloom,  perhaps at the same time that you were round your cheerful table, and the twilight was pleasant over Haughmond, and Autumn spoke not of sadness; nor the evening bells of death. But, at this moment, are slowly tolling the most sepulchral-throated bells I ever heard. Tonight every family in France turns its thoughts to its dead.

But the melancholy of these bells! it is almost as distressing to me as the demonstration that threatened to dement me yesterday afternoon.

It began with a hideous screech of 5 or ten bugles, all out of tune, and out of time. After a half-hour of this, commenced an infernal convulsion of drums  and all this seemed just below my window. Some hours of this, with intervals, (during which I doubted my senses), I abandoned the idea that it was devils, and rather adopted the theory of French Soldiers, practising, after dinner and wine. You know just at this time all men of 20 years are enlisted (for 3 years now, instead of two) Yet it did not seem like novices, either, but like old hands gone mad; & old drums gone bad.  It was in fact a concourse of some thirty miserables, who made offerings of music to the souls of the soldiers killed in 1870! And this was not all my disturbance, for in the morning I hear the people in the next room, separated only by a thin door, and in the evening a vile piano, played more vilely.

These things are not to grieve you, sweet mother, but out of the superfluity of my heart I speak; How keenly I miss you I must not say; but you must not imagine that I now need you in an exigent sense, for I feel quite comfortable tonight, and need little but repose. You will be mad for me to see a doctor; but as a matter of fact I remonstrated with Dr. Aumont on Friday, and he gave me Quinine. If one symptom continues, namely reddish-brown colour of urine, I shall consult Dr.

Sauvaitre as soon as possible. I am due for a lesson at 8 a m. tomorrow morning, but tho I was out this afternoon, I shall probably not go. The School is the cause of my indisposition; it must bear a little of the consequences.

I now close the subject of my dolours with reassuring remarks: I have had no suspicion of my phantasies, a merciful provision, though it matters not whether you are here or there, for I should see you on the other side of the universe in any case; Nor any approach to a Faint.

Nor any chest affection.

I am wise, wise, wise, in the matter of clothes. On Tuesday, when you read this terrible announcement, I shall probably be quite normal, and at normal work, but not abnormal work you may be sure. As soon as two English Teachers heard of the Courses they severally fell ill, and would not leave England. The last applicant is so beautiful (in photograph) that Aurnont thinks he cannot engage her. There has already been a tragedy in this very school thro such a cause.

Your letter of today, with Fathers and Marys, came bearing great solace; even as did the brief card of Friday, seen just after having posted my briefer note (on my last journey to the School.) I wonder how much suffering the dentist has caused and will cause you! Are you yet strong enough for it? Perhaps because you fear to smile you have vouchsafed me no photo of yourself. I am delighted with all four, (& should like several more of both kinds of self); But it was cruel to find no trace of YOU!

(Later) I have now prepared myself Liebig in Milk. The effect will be splendid; the only trouble is that these preparations have a strong psychological effect: and bring back a remembrance of your continual presence which is quite tantalising.

Still I have always the little portrait I took of you one September evening, last year.

I see the justly-proportioned face composed, yet with benignancy bright and active in the eyes; the mouth is set; and yet it ever smiles a gentle smile; With what firmness sits the head upon shoulder-throne!

And lo! the arm, seemingly strong as a Titans; and when used to succour and sustain, so strong in very truth! With the hand hanging in perfect grace, a ladys hand! And there are the four bracelets, each with its little tale and its significance not small. And, on the ground behind, thrive the small plants She loveth so to grow; and the Tree is there, for she reverenceth trees as if she were their daughter; and not far away, not far away, the Kitchen-room, and the whole house She reigneth in as Queen.

So do I feel, and so badly do I write, in this State!

Now please note I have made out myself.worse than I really am, rather than the contrary; therefore do not say to any friend or relation that I am ill. I am ashamed of myself; and what is more have not had an illness. God shield you, my sweet Mother, and bring us together both stronger than when we parted.

Your devoted Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

16th (December 1913)  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother,

It is 10.20 P.M. But I must materialise a few of the innumerable communications which, every day, I reserve for you: Or you will cease to believe in them. I have made tonight a fire; but it is of the Alpenrose variety, both in the matter of Fuel and Intensity of Rays. One of my feet is therefore half up the chimney, & the other somewhere underneath the smouldering logs.

I was wistfully amused that you should suspect the Sunday Swarry to be un-Sundaylike. First, the Union Chrétienne is the Y.M.C.A.  or the French Equivalent of that Establishment. Last, the Swarry closed with Reading & Prayer. I did not play the Piano. It was a German who pressed me to; I agreed  not at once because one note is broken, & things might happen. Still it was arranged. In the course of the affair, the same German lumbered up to the Piano, sat somewhere around it, opened my Blakes March, & let fall his sausage-fingers, (possibly I am wrong here, & it was only the thumbs that were used). The Result was what a sack-race is to the March of the British Life Guards. At the moment, I should have welcomed a war with Germany. Such is the frailty of our Senses.

The same hulking fellow, (he has a neck like twenty bulls) nearly does for me every day  by the manner he eats his Soup. Y ou know the Germans are said to be fond of saying Ach! Imagine this syllable extended over ten minutes, and you hear Herr  eating his soup.

In the morning, I take Déjeuner at a Restaurant where the Dishes are of wider choice, (and very good.) I have taken cachets, and, because I exclude wine, pay only if. 10 c. per meal! This allows me afternoon tea, & a cake or so therewith. I have had to get a service, as Mme. not unnaturally objects to my monopolising her pot. I also object to the Coffee, which she usually leaves in it; for she uses it for Both. So, not wishing to buy heavy things, which I must leave behind, I have got a delightful Tea Pot, Sugar Basin, & Jug in Aluminium: unbreakable & portable, and elegant, & in lustre rivalling silver & surpassing all White Metals, and which I suppose, will accompany me in all my wanderings.  Such amiable concerns as tea-pots, you notice, check my wonted wanderings in letters.

This time last year pon my word I forget what I was going to say.

Never mind! this year will do: You asked me a question? Ah yes!  I have no answer  ready:  have not the least idea how I shall spend Christmas Day, beyond that it will not be in B. School. Boxing Day may or not be in that Box (as the French call a Dirty Hole.)

The 3rd English was apparently a myth to keep us going strong.

Fortunately I am going strong  but feel very troubled about one thing:

I am thwarted in every serious attempt to improve my French. I cannot take lessons in the School:  Aumont says if I have too many lessons how can I take more? And now he has refused to make any facilities for me to follow the gratuitous Courses at the University. It appears that the Sub-Director has also asked to attend these Lectures: also to be refused! What is worse, with the continual drumming on English from mom to night, I have no linguistic hunger left in me and eschew Conversation.

The student I met that Sunday at the Union says he himself was nearly a victim of the Berlitz Schools; and is most anxious for me to find some employment where I should speak French. I shall seek for no such thing, unless I am told off the B.S. or find the work really excessive.

I do not suffer in the smallest degree from Heart. I hope your inquiries were not suggested by any trouble of your own. I should forget I was not robust in that Muscle, were I not warned in a dream. For the other night (before you wrote) I was told by the people in next room that I groaned sorely many times; and I afterwards remembered having tried to impel you up the Cop, and of moving you about a yard an hour!

Such dreams denote  Weak Heart. (Old Moore)

I have cashed the Order long ago, thanks, but have not broken into the Gold, even at my lowest moment! The Arm chair does not appear!

I need absolutely nothing for Christmas & implore you to send nothing material, but a few drops of Ink, dried, after being suitably disposed over a few leaves of paper, by all your (plural) hands severally. My presents I think I must combine with Homing Gifts: but you may tell me if this is objected to. There is here no mention, no whisper of Christmas, nor ever will be. The Germans here will buy them Trees and look at them; the French will buy older wines, and gulp them, I shall buy a huge Yule Log  and feel it. And also, a few more Postage Stamps, and will lick them, all in good time.

For the Present, then, Goodbye! And fondest love  from W


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 21 December (1973)  Bordeaux 

My own dear Mother, 

I suddenly remembered today that if you are to hear from me on Christmas, I must post this very night. Today has whizzed by, and I am again sitting by my logs, and trying to render some account of myself. This afternoon I have once more been prevented from going to a Temple; this time because of a Frenchman whom I have at last found to exchange lessons. I appointed him to call at two oclock to arrange things.  He simply would not leave me. I hope to profit by this aquaintance, (arranged for me by Miss Markowsky, Professor of Russian)  for the party, M. Michellet, (27) has been a French Master in an English Secondary School, & speaks very fluently English.

One of the Young Men, brought an elderly person to meet me one night, who had the reputation of having been a Berlitz Professor in Germany. He was willing to give lessons for 1 franc per hour, at any time, on any day. This is very convenient, & I went one day. I am doubtful of continuing, though I cant exactly say Why.  Perhaps it is the Franc!



Meanwhile the Hard Labour continues. Ten Lessons tomorrow.

Christinas Day will certainly be free, tho nothing has been said by the Direction. I hardly expect any change to be made on the 24th or 26th.

I have not formed any plans for spending the 25th beyond that a portion shall be spent in Contemplation of what is going on at Mahim.

May it be well and truly a day filled with peace and goodw ill. As for the good tidings, the best I can give you are that I am well; and, if never gay, not often gloomy. Whatever grievances I have, I have no reason to repent having come to France. I eat (I repeat for your ease) generously and delicately, as I choose. There are many plum-puddings in the shop windows, if I neededem. There is even an English Grocery Shop, where if I shut my eyes to smell and listen the better, I might fancy myself in Teeces. Teeces Shed is hard and hideous, and the garden thereby, barren and dismal; yet it were well if I could alight on that Garden, and witness the simple festivities; and tell ghost stories  stories of the Ghost of Christmas Past. I have no Dickens-Book with me, but the Music of the Carol is remembered as if it were all a memory of my own life.

I am, in a way, glad to miss for once the Association of Carols, Snow, Mincemeat, Presents, Holly, Stockings, Merry Christmas etc. They will have a huge intérest next year.

In the same way I do not permit myself to think of Flowers, Trees, Grass, Hills, or Clouds, (No Adjectives even allowed) because I am preparing myself for a magnificent Revel one day in the Spring. Never, in all my born days, have I been so utterly towny as at this moment.

Not even in Willmer Road, in the old dark days; whereof, when I think, I come near tears, but not through pain. Ten years have matured those memories into Sweetness only. You are little changed since then; but, dyou know, Father seems more so. Mary & Harold  both little changed. Colin entirely. Alas, for Baby Colin!

If I should ever beget me a Child, he could not be more adored than was Colin in those days.... In those days when I taught him the colours, showing him the Wall, the Floor, & the Carpet, exactly as I do at this day  to a very different type of toddler! When I begin to think how changed is Myself, I just... stop thinking.

Tis just as well; at least in a Christmas Letter!

I have just remembered, as à propos, that the Spaniard is mightily anxious that I should dine with him on Christmas Day. The good Senor is very kind to desire it, but I dont relish giving Conversational Lessons without any Return. And his English is terribly jarring. However, I have to thank him for one piece of advice he gave me; If you work hardly, you must hardly eat. Hardly eat! He is still Wondering why I smiled so loud at the remark!



Now, I break off for a while... I can only reach out my arms Northward, yearn to you, and wish you a Happy Christmas, aye Two Happy Christmases, with the intermediate days, also happy, to be thrown in...

I continue to another page (but it is missing)


1914
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To Susan Owen

Sunday, 18 January (1914)  Union Chrétienne, Rue du Temple Bordeaux 

My own dear Mother, 

I found this sheet of paper, and constructed a pen from various fragments. Then I begged an envelope from the Custodian of this place, and must next buy a stamp from the Tobacconists. Where the Ideas for a letter are coming from I dont quite know. For I am getting positively stultified by the nature of my employment.

The Cold continues still. Nothing short of a conflagration would warm my room; and that is why I ain here. Water in the Jugs etc. has been frozen for several days. There has been Skating since Friday, but not for me! Garros did not come to Bordeaux today, as expected; I suppose because of the weather; but is advertised for a week hence.

For the second time in life, I have met a character out of a book.

The Russian Professor (such a wizened, little piece of womankind you never saw) found a Frenchman to exchange Conversation with me. I have been several times to his house; & find him very agreeable. He is about 27, has a pleasing & handsome young Française to wife; and a delightful progeny, of two years growth. He had a position as French Master in a Secondary School in Derbyshire for some years; but left England, for his wifes sake. He talks with great gusto of his life in England; boasts of talks with G. K. Chesterton; arguments with Colonel Seely; and so on. He appears (only slightly) in the Book of his friend, Raymond Guasco: John Bulls Island; which consists of a number of Sketches of English life, as it appeared to a philosophical Frenchman. Michellet (my friend) is the Professor, and into his mouth are put the reflective remarks, whether he actually made them or not.

I enjoyed reading this book extremely; and shall buy a copy to translate to you  someday. The Author is in Paris now, making much money by his pen.



Michellet has also an Artist-friend, who has a studio in Paris. Himself has bought the Rights of Translation of Kiplings Works (some of them). Hence he is an interesting acquaintance; but, I am afraid, has an incorrigible tendency to potter. Now I must shun Potterers like the Plague. One day, he busies himself with a microscope; another day with a telescope;  and, today, it was an electric battery. Pictures, and Antiquities also interest him. In this he is so much like myself, so little more learned than myself, as to be annoying. But at least, he can help my French, if he will.

No Lessons have yet been started (in French) for us Profs. Meanwhile we have anything between 7 and 10 hours per day. One must take the good with the bad; one says; the good, so it seems, is to be enjoyed only in Summer. This is hard lines for me; and tempts me to abandon the idea of returning for a horrible exam! It would be easy to have lessons in German or other languages in the Summer, and this appeals to me likewise. If only I could dispense with the competitive Exam, and return in September, at the beginning of the term! By the way, the Sub-Director yesterday broached a marvellous thing to me.

Would I like to become Director of a small B. School in the N. of France? There would be plenty of work in winter; hardly any in summer; and clear profits of 4,000 francs a year. He will be pleased to tell me more when I have thought it over, and told my parents! But its a marvellous thing says he! Only I doubt my business capabilities.

I wonder how you have spent today. I have not been to Temple; in the week I sometimes get the opportunity of attending a Bible Class at the Union. I have not now space or time to make observations on the Religious Life in this Town, except to say that there is extraordinarily little of it. The Bible is unknown; especially to the Christians. I have met non-Christians who read it, however. It is indeed a sweet and precious thing to hear it read once more,  though in another tongue, yet, with the same earnest intonation as of old.

I  am writing just nothing; but I prosecute my Enquiries in Human Nature, and learn Philosophy, as I teach Speech, by the Direct Method.

The B. School is a wonderful place for testing intellects. There are some pupils who, 3 months ago, knew not a word; and who now speak quite tolerably; others do not advance one bit. The younger and busier they are, the quicker they learn.

Dont forget your Portraits, if Uncle is so good. I shall be glad also to have the ones in which Leslie is so good. I have discovered a cheap place for my own, but the difficulty is to find the moment; as it is a long way from my usual haunts. There is a great racket going on in this room, which acts on my pen as on a Phonograph needle taking Records.

Remember your Prime Object in being at Alp. is rest. Receive my fondest salutations. x Wilfred 


To Tom Owen

Monday, 2 February 1914  Bordeaux 

My dear Father, 

I have now got more information about the school in the North of France. It is none other than our Branch at Angers, of which the present director is M. Aumont. It is the Sub-Director, Herr Langholz, only, who has spoken to me about it, and he does not wish me to speak to Mr. Aumont until I am certain about bidding for it.

Why does Mr. Aumont wish to part with the business?  Because, says Langholz, he is already too much occupied with Bordeaux and Nantes; and the Lady who at present manages it, is inefficient. The profits have certainly gone down in the last year; but this, I am told, is entirely due to the Lady, who speaks bad French and has no notion of how to deal with the Clients.

Langholz himself directed this school for some years;  so is worth listening to on the subject. The profits then reached 9000 f. per year.

Out of this, he thinks at least 4000 f (£160) would be net gain.

I learn, however, that Aumont is asking 4,500 f as the price of its sale!

Unless, therefore, some Rich Uncle is prepared to advance some 5000 f, the thing will be impossible. Langholz says I might possibly obtain such an arrangement as this: to take the school on trial for 1 year, with a deposit of 1000 f, and pay the remainder if I found it worth continuing.

Angers is within easy reach of St. Malo; so I should not be hopelessly cut off from Home. Moreover the Summer Months are so slack, that one might well manage a months absence! In Winter there is plenty to do, as the Director is his own English Professor under ordinary circumstances. The German Professor does the Secretarys work.

Spanish & other Teachers are to be found in the town and summoned as required.

Langholz speaks in enchanting terms of the premises! There are three rooms for classes, an apartment for the Directors growlery and nightlair, and a Kitchen, as well as the Office. Cleaning and Personal Attention is done by Boys or Women.

I am certainly very young to take on me the Direction of a School!

And unless the emoluments were really considerable, it would not be worth the Responsibility. But I should do better first to take posts as Professor in other countries, Italy for instance, in order to be capable of teaching several languages.

This is always supposing I cannot first finish my English studies, at College.

You were right in judging that I am not hungering for the Examination; None the less, I pine to devote two or three years to uninterrupted, unencumbered Study. If this Desire, now ten years old, be not realized, I must carry a heavy load of disappointment to my lifes end!...

Thus, if, considering the Angers-Box a marvellous chance, you obtained the £200 necessary for its purchase, I would still rather see the money invested in College Fees!

The more so, as an English Degree admits one to a French University, where one does a little English Instruction, while following Courses for French Degrees. Last Friday I met an English fellow (the first since I came) who is doing this. With a Double Degree, one has no mean Educational Chances. I must enquire whether the little English Teaching this man does is sufficient to maintain him.

The fact that Langholz thinks me capable of managing a school, and in a foreign element too, proves that I do not wholly live in dreams.

I have no false ideas of Business. Anything we do to make money is Business. If I have shirked the idea of Shop, or Office, or Elementary School, it is only because I am more clear-sighted than another; and see that once fixed in a low-level Rut one is ever-after straightened there;  straightened intellectually and socially as surely as financially.

Neither am I under any delusions as to Literature as a means of livelihood.

But I must not wander from the purpose of this letter, which is: to ask your opinion of the Berlitz Affair; and, secondly, to state that if you find it beyond your power to supplement either of the Reading Scholarships, I willingly resign this Scheme, rather than be the least cause of adding to your worries or perplexities.

I am wondering very much what will come of all this.

I dont feel inclined to stay in Bordeaux all the summer; especially as I hear the heat is terrific (save the mark, O Harold) in July! But if the lessons are few it will be more supportable. At present they allow me little leisure: (I have been munching my afternoon refreshments while writing this letter.)

I hope you, dear Father, are fairly free of worry, and in your usual spirits.

Your most affectionate Son, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday, 14 February (1914)  Bordeaux 

My own Mother, 

I fear you will have already have got restive for the receipt of these pages tho they are not yet written. For I havent the faintest idea when I wrote last. It is quite by a heroic fortitude that I resist my couch this night. The week has been a whirl of lessons. However they never tire me to the point of doing me harm. There was a time when I went on till I trembled, and talked nonsense, (and finally of course lost J of Life for a week) but I wont do that now. Yesterday six lessons following were set down for me (three words illegible) and then 2 more!

I took the list to Aumont and told him what I thought.

Strange to say, it seems to have some effect; for today I have had two lessons less than Miss Hewitt, (who goes on turning, turning, turning out lessons as a Mangier mangles hour by hour) and it is she (and not I) who is confronted with the enormity of Eleven Hours of it on Monday!!

I believe the Angers Box is already sold; so that is off ones mind.

As it would have required much working up, and would on no account have been worth taking for less than five years or so, I am glad I am not tethered to it.

I shall write to Reading very presently, and I thank you very heartily for telling me to! This Bordeaux business is all very well for now, but it must not be for long. I am at last beginning to sport something like an accent. At least those who stared when I spoke French, or answered off the point, now compliment me on my pronunciation. I consider it a scandal that such teachers as taught me French should be allowed in Schools. Dear Mary must no longer muddle her head with rules & exceptions, or corrupt her tongue with what Miss G. will teach her.

Let her study English Rules, & cultivate fluency in one language, before she undertakes to be halting, in two  for I never yet heard her compound three consecutive sentences within two hours. Moreover I shall need a little assistance in English when I get back, because only today I told a pupil that the preterite of bring was brang!! And, again, read Artchangel for Arkangel and only the Blessed Ghosts of Nuttall or Webster know what spelling errors appear on these sleepy pages.

I rejoice over the photographs and their tale. You are certainly plumper; but I shall soon have to dispute the statements you make concerning your age, and consider them as a hoax, invented to hinder us from marrying young as you must have done. Keep up the game for a few more years, for I shall be young for many years yet. There is no immediate reason for Mary (or any of you) to learn French, for the countess has not yet crossed my path. In fact I was never so absolutely free of heart trouble within these ten years past. This will no doubt give you immense satisfaction. But it should not...

You ought not to discourage too hard.

If you knew what hands have been laid on my arm, in the night, along the Bordeaux streets, or what eyes play upon me in the restaurant where I daily eat, methinks you would wish that the star and adoration of my life had risen; or would quickly rise.

But never fear: thank Home, and Poetry, and the FORCE behind both. And rejoice with me that a calmer time has come for me; and that fifty blandishments cannot move me like ten notes of a violin or a line of Keats.

All women, without exception, annoy me, and the mercenaries (which the innocent old pastor thought might allure) I utterly detest; more indeed than as a charitable being, I ought.

But I should not like to have seen myself in this town, two years earlier \Jive lines illegible) Still, if you never had any (one -word illegible) to make to me, at (one word illegible) I shall have no confession now (two words illegible) At least, none such as must make me blush and weep and (two words illegible)

But I shall perhaps continue my Reminiscences next time, according to the spirit in which you receive these present. Mistake not my spirit; if I seem joking I am really grave; (even as when my writing is most worthless my thoughts are most worthy). We say strange things in our sleep. I have been partially so for half an hour.

The enclosed is for Mary. Her photo is lovely; they are all precious, yours: though not such works of art as is Leslies; which is quite a masterpiece, dont you think?

I have met more desirable aquaintances, (Univ. Students.) Tomorrow I am again dining with the violin boy.

I must not now depict scenes, pickle juicy bits or pick tricky characters to pieces to tickle you (witness if my wits are going)  goodnight! call me at 7 in the morning, no Sunday  demain cest dimanche nest-ce pas: à 9 heures alors; oui, madame, language  mixé... ah! put out the light there  ah! warm, comfortable; pillow  soft, all identity lost  save am Mothers Son 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Wednesday (Postmark 25 February 1914)  (Postmark Bordeaux)

I dont think I asked about your headaches in my last; but I think about you most constantly  just now of all times, today a YEAR ago the pneumonia definitely appeared. It was to-night I had the first phantasms.  and how have I been spending the anniversary?  Revelling! in the Carnival! I had huge success with my Costume: Nothing more elaborate than my Gown on my back a laurel wreath on my head, & a palm branch in the hand. These 3, (with of course a Mask  my own home-made domino) made an imposing combination! I was with a student (whom I like very much), & his friends. The crowds were enormous, & I was twice choked with confetti. Weather magnificent.

But the purpose of this card is really only to thank you for your interesting & valuable letter, & Colins also; to carry any poor comfort it can to your neuralgia, to say my throat is now tickled by nothing worse than confetti-particles; & to beg for a Standard Waverley Nib; & to ask is there any thing in the realm of France you wd. specially like for the 17th of March? Dearest Love to All, Wilfred Sorry I forgot a stamp the other day  or night.


To Mary Owen

15 April 1914  Bordeaux 

My own dear Sister, 

Exceeding joyful was I to see your handwriting in my letter-box on Tuesday Morning; and the more so when I read of how you spent your Easter; how you thought of holy things; how you remembered me; and how you walked out, seeking the new flowers. To you then, shall I deliver such account of my own doing as is meet and right I should; hoping it will amuse your heart and instruct your mind  (nay: I prefer to change the old formula, and to say amuse your mind, and instruct your heart.)

As soon as Rochelle scheme was impossiblised (is this English, I forget?) I told the Lems I should be glad to accept their offer. I had twice met the eldest daughter of the Inviters at Lems house, and as she spoke good trench, had pleasant manners, and was only good looking in a large and vague sense, I said  now heres an opportunity for two days real peace.

I joined the Lems at 7.30 on Easter Morning, inside my old green suit, old boots, old tie, sans cuffs, gloves or hair-parting; prepared for a rare escapade in the country; so was a little abashed to find Raoul in his very best, cuffs protruding shirt-front bulging; all prognosticating that either we were going to a fine family or that some member of it had fine eyes. The first member we saw at Castelnau put me at ease  an ancient man, in wooden boots, corkscrew trousers, and a coat twice as ancient as himself. But lo! waiting for us at the station-gates, stood the young lady I already knew in costume as modem as her grandfathers were antique; and with her a superb specimen of human beauty, the younger sister of sixteen!

I walked behind them to the House feeling mighty queer. There, I was presented to the Mother, a pleasant dame of conical figure that continually put me in mind of a broody hen; and to the grandmother, who began weeping forthwith; and made me thrice welcome, as she said, for the sake of her darling grandson, who has been in Algeria six months; then, entered the father, with his dog & gun, a brown and handsome figure, with dark and terrible eyes, in rustic clothes & sabots, as scorning to appear anything but what he was, plain proprietor of vineyards. So we sat around the best room; looking at the inevitable album of postcards, while various children of the familys dependents were exhibited before us, and the grandmother, all heart and kindliness, moved round and round the room in tears, sure that the grandson must be deadly ill in that far land.

Then all but Mère & Grandmère, (who had dinner to see to) went into the woods. I took the side of the eighty-year grandfather, and we spoke of France, and of her Past. There were multitudes on multitudes of primroses & violets, gigantic marsh-marigolds, of which a little peasant boy who followed us, gathered bunches for me; which bunches Mme. Lem contrived to make me present to the right fair lady. Her name I soon learnt was Henriette  (abominable, while her sisters is so pleasing  Armande!) Knowing her beauty was of the stimulating, & quickly-effective kind, I was watching Raoul, and at dinner his restiveness began. For my part I could only sit like an Egyptian piece of Statuary, hands on knees, staring apparently into space; but seeing well enough to count how often the marvellous eyes looked in my direction, which was exactly four times per minute. Finally, Raoul made a complete ass of himself, and H. fled from the table, and locked herself up for half an hour.

In the afternoon all went to the oakwoods. Old man Lem is a merry old elephant, and in the woods ran here and there, capering and singing for pure delight. Raoul retired behind a tree and mildly sulked. I, strung up, paced along, stiff as a frightened cat. Then the blessed quiet of the woods, the subdued sunshine, the cuckoos and the nightingales worked on us all. Old man L. quieted down, I grew more at ease, Raoul returned. We reached an opening in the trees, where the oaks gave place to blossom-trees, a dance was proposed. Father L. set the time with voice and hands; but I spoilt the fun by not having the faintest notion of how to step!

In France the afternoons are long, and there was time for a second walk before the Collation du Soir. For this occasion, Henriette fished up a plump friend from the village, clearly to be a buffer between herself and Raoul. This time we walked arm in arm. I could scarcely have been happier. Raoul might clearly have been happier than he was; but it was hardly my fault. And the memory of those moments will remain sweet to me, chiefly, my dear Sister, chiefly because I took no advantage of that young and ardent nature, neither even said what I thought of her appas, but left the compliments, with the vows, to Raoul. Perhaps I listened with too much sympathy to her plaints of captivity: how she is watched and warded everywhere: not even allowed to visit people in Bordeaux; but has no gayer, nobler, or learned companions but the grandmother, everlastingly regretting her grandson; the little villagers; the father forever lauding his wines; and a professor who prepares her for an examination.

At dinner, Papa enjoyed himself hugely with astonishing the company by the ancient bottles of Médoc which he brought forth from time to time. The corks were opened with alarms and flourishes; and a little lecture on the harvests of the various years. Finally we got back to 1870!! It is needless to say that not one of the convivial guests overdid his proper number of glasses!

Before the dessert, Madame Poitou insisted on reading publicly the last letter from her son, (which was six times as long and circumstantial as my own) describing his adventures with some English girls in the mountains of Algeria: including such minute & numerous remarks on the character and appearance of one of them, as led to sage comments by the old people, and gave me an opportunity to exhort his sisters to learn English without delay. Afterwards they all begged me to write a message in English to the boy; which, when I translated it, delighted them beyond measure.

I shared a bedroom with Raoul. Perhaps it was the air of the pine forests (forests not woods) that made each breath a thing of joy  or perhaps it was the agitated calling of the nightingales; but I did not sleep well.

On Monday Morning, Raoul, his Father, & M. Poitou, instructed me upon the vineyards, and we spent the morning viewing the country, and picking snails from the new-budding plants.

Lunch took an immense time  and there was only time for a game of cache-car he about the farm before the four oclock train. Raoul, at the last moment, got leave to stay till Wednesday; when he will come back with Armande, who will stay at Lems for a fortnight.

Twenty minutes we waited at the window of the train, and the adieus were many. Rich masses of lilac encumbered the carriage, and the odour was carried by the inblowing breeze into my brain, to be an everlasting memory. Then those faces and those places fell away from me.

The city, at 6 oclock, was strangely hot and empty, save of dust and glare; and back in my room, I underwent a sad reaction. But I recovered; and soon demonstrated how much I was benefited by the excursion, by writing 50 lines of poetry in as many minutes! (thing not attempted for years); and by getting better results out of a piano than much practice could give; and by generally soaking my specs, in that rosey liquid young blood; so that all people, all plants, all tasks, all books, appear to me far fairer than they did.



Sunday I have kept back these pages just a little too long: but I can now acknowledge the Thursday Letter of dear Mother; and felicitate Harold on his eventually getting on La Esmeraldas  prettier name, for one thing, than Carcoodoodledo. I wonder whether Harold will have the opportunity to learn Spanish. Let him not take a S. American Spaniard; their pronunciation is bad.

Poof! here I am on Languages again: a subject which gives me pain; for I am learning a hundredth part of what I teach which isnt fair!

I certainly never undertook to inculcate Slang upon my brethren; but dont thank me because you are a purist; for I have tried to make you pedants, and thank Minerva, you are not that yet.

Miss Hewitt had a day or sos notice to bundle off to  (Ha! Slang! be cheesed, vile slang!) that is to transfer herself to Angers. Another Miss has taken her place for this week but is going next week to Germany. The One remains; the many change and pass.

M. Aumont mentioned that he hoped I should now remain till August; but if I am given so much and so little as I have been given, I shall do no such thing. I already know several persons who would like private lessons with me....

I commend you to God who surely fends you; and to our sweet Mother who no less tends you; I, who am your devoted and very-much-elder Brother 


To Mary Owen

Sunday, 10 May 1914  Bordeaux 

My dear Sister, 

Here is six oclock on Sunday Afternoon, and unless I seize the moment and my pen and paper, you will be kept waiting for an answer to your letter indefinitely. I read your letter about 9 oclock, and then fell back on my pillow and snored for another two hours. Then feeling I had cleared off any debts I owed to Morpheus, I made my first toilet, and collected my towels & soaps and clean things and walked to my bathroom, (which is quarter of a mile away!) & paid fid. for a few gallons of water!

Returned I made my Second Toilet, and prepared a dinner: for it is my custom on Sundays to eat in my room. On all other days I am at a Restaurant. Then I went out to read with my friend Bizardel, and had a pleasant time under the chestnut-trees of his garden. This young man was until lately in the Banque de France, and now he is studying Law at home. His father is a judge.

On my way home, I noticed an imposing Funeral Service was being held in an old Church, and I went in. The gloom, the incense, the draperies, the shine of many candles, the images and ornaments, were what may be got anywhere in England; but the solemn voices of the priests was what I had never heard before. The melancholy of a bass voice, mourning, now alone, now in company with other voices or with music, was altogether fine; as fine as the Nightingale  (bird or poem).

And although the chanting was Latin, yet was it more intelligible to the human soul than could be statements distinctly enunciated in the vernacular. (I hope you will at least try to understand me) So that I fell, only for a few minutes, it is true, under the spell of the Catholic Religion, and re-entered a phase of my Experience which had been buried under three or four successive and different phases of thought.

The illusion soon passed and I spent the rest of the time considering this form of religion, from aloof.

There was only one fault in the Funeral Ceremony, which if it were intentional would be chiefest beauty of all. It was the Undertakers

Men. They wore imitation top-hats and kept them on in the church.

What these articles were made of I cannot imagine, but their hideous shininess was most fascinating. Also, the men were noisy of foot, clumsy of hand, brutal of face. Now if these creatures had functioned in the disguise of skeletons or demons, they could not have been more abominable, and as their duties cannot be anything but abominable to the mourners, perhaps it is a stroke of real art to let them be as horrible as possible!

I suppose Grandpa is already buried. I wonder where.

I was glad to have some account of your confirmation. I know who is the Bishop of Lichfd. I remember studying his work as Rector of Liverpool, recounted in the Treasury many years ago. His face also is quite familiar. I almost remember his name: something like Kempenfelt, I think?

I never hear from you as to what you are reading. Circumstances considered, I am of course more pleased to hear of your industry in the house than of your much reading, and busying yourself with imaginary circumstances in which you will never be called upon to act.

But circumstances re-considered, nothing would be more painful to me than that you, most serious of sisters, were not more read and more instructed than the fast type of schoolgirl which you despise.

Therefore I hope you are serious in reading at least one genuine book per fortnight; and if the Book is Jeremiah or Jude, so much the better.

I wonder who are now your friends. Have you any bosom friend, or are they all of the arms length variety? I have read more than once in your letters of some Miss H  who, you confess, is shoppy. Now that is distressing. The fact of being employed in a shop does not matter; but shoppiness does matter.

Do you ever write to Dorothy, or she to you?

You may ask me what friend I ever made among the living of this world; (eight lines illegible)

I have half a dozen students of Bordeaux University with whom I might become intimate, but the sad pity of it is that I am as much a prisoner from social life as any wretch in the jail. Yes, and the galling part of it is that Leisure here would be so much more precious than in Shrewsbury.

Heaven knows I appreciate such leisure as I ever had, and used it, I hope, not ill; but here I could amuse myself so admirably. Thus I could any morning see the Surgical Operations of the Hospitals under the protection of a student who has invited me; or any afternoon attend the Sessions of the Law Courts, under the protection of an eminent advocate who is my pupil.

I shall have to spend here at least a fortnight living on my capital after my Engagement is done with.



(Mond.) Here follows a message to Mother: I have now received my Back-Supplements, and cashed the cheque this afternoon. I find I have more than £5. I am therefore able to pay my passage.

Now my green suit which, it will be remembered was bought, a ready-made article, about midsummer 1911, is still going strong, but I foresee a sudden collapse not far off. Thus I have only one suit left, whether for the exercise of my profession, or (as I remind myself) for garden-parties, or Royal Functions. Just when I perceive this, I find myself in a position to save 20s. by buying a suit immediately; for Monsieur Dubo through the intervention of some friend, can get stuffs at Tailors Prices from Paris, and in fact a fine selection of Spring-

Summer Patterns is in my room at present. The total costs would be between 50 and 60 francs. Ought I to take this opportunity?...

I once more address myself to you, dear Sister, to beg you to understand how hastily I am writing, which makes it impossible to revise any weird things I may have said. May it be not long before I see you all again.

Adieu!

Need I add: my warmest Love for Dear Mother, Father and Childe Colin.


To Susan Owen

24 May 1914  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

I wonder what Father will have arranged about his holidays. I hope you have not been waiting since Friday to hear from me. On Thursday, as I said, I was out of Bordeaux all day; and on Wednesday all I could do between the lessons was to sprawl on my armchair, and watch through half-shut eyelids my little fingers tremblingly dropping dew on the floor.

It is a blessing that lessons can be given sitting down. And I am always cooler than my pupils, who (havent I seenem from the balcony!) scorch through the streets and scramble upstairs like a mad motor-car in a Cinema, lest they should miss two minutes of their sixty.

Yesterday, one pupil fell faint and couldnt go on, but needless to say, this happened exactly 4 mins. before the end of the lesson.

Today it is much cooler, after a night-thunderstorm.

I suppose now I must talk about myself or you will not consider this as a letter. Such self-expatiation makes letter-writing not only an unwholesome habit, but a distasteful task. Wouldnt it be better to invent things about acquaintances, till they seemed interesting to you; or relate weird things of pupils (no need of invention here) or even translate from local journals? Or, if I were dear... I might note how glorious was that last Lobster-Mayonnaise; or if I were... might specify what boats were in the docks, and how many tons each displaced; or if I were... I might babble of Victor Hugo, and why he is the greatest possible of all the grandest, and also the highest, deepest, and thickest, and toughest.

But it happens I am full of thoughts about myself which it will be relief to expel.

It was curious you asked about my grey hairs, for just last week I noticed they were cropping up again. In winter they died down, with the grass. My face is certainly satisfactory, as regards skin & muscle, free from whelks and knobs and mud-volcanoes; but whether of lovely colour as your dreams reveal, depends on the light. But I wish Dr.

Carrel (who startled the world by exchanging peoples hearts, putting in monkeys gizzards for rhinos giblets, sausage-skins for wind-pipes, pigs tails for ladies fingers (the last operations are confined to America, I notice))  I wish the man would put-me-in a new skull,  nothing less will help my profile. When that little job had been satisfactorily arranged, I would give in exchange my brain and heart (for they are but snares to me), for various other parts; e g.

Pair of Eyes, which I would seek in France, Mouth & Fittings, which I would pick up cheap in Italy; Head of Hair, fine samples plentiful in Greece; Chest  from Sweden; Legs, (badly needed)  France again; Shoulder  America, of course.

The foregoing rhapsody is only an abortive expression of a solemn enough verity: which is, that, supposing I have progeny, they must be given the maximum chance of being fair of face and limb; and that that Chance, so to speak, must be classically and romantically, generally and particularly, in sunlight and in starlight, in sickness and in health, skin, bone  ; and  muscularly Beautiful. By this, must be understood that she satisfy my sense of beauty: not entirely, of course, I have gone too far in aesthetics, seen too many persons, pictures and statues, lived too long for that  but she must exhibit say 75 out of the hundred essential characters. Not every man need have even his own sense of beauty realised in order to be happy, limited and distorted as his ideal already is; but that was settled for me time and time ago. In thus laying down such exigencies I risk making myself ridiculous later on; but at least you will admit that my present mind is a safe and useful one, considering my prospects.

I was much astonished the other day to find that Tofield, Professeur dAnglais II, is married, and trails a French wife about with him, from Berlitz School to Berlitz School. The young lady naturally has to be half-supported by her parents. Anyhow, though obviously happy, they are certainly not comfortable; for Tofield came borrowing 25 f of me the other day.

I am reminded by this of another episode which I ought to have told you a time ago to give you the full effect of its suddeness. The elder Mile. Poitou of Castelnau, the large and statuesque of bulk, during her fortnights stay in Bordeaux, snapped up a fiancé and is to be married about August. This however is quite a usual mode of procedure in France. Another convenient French institution is the Dot which is never missing except among the really indigent. Also the suitor invariably sends a representative to the ladys papa, which I think the only effective time-saving device, invented by the French.

You asked me whether I should really like to direct a Berlitz School, if Uncle Ted would raise the capital. (Perhaps the personal allusion was not yours) Certainly. I could be happy enough for a time in France, Switzerland, or Italy. And these Schools can always be sold. Compared with the ordinary teaching-post, whether private proprietor of Boys

School, or on a government staff, Berlitz Direction is incomparably more agreeable. And compared as a business with other businesses of like capital, such a School is much more profitable.

But I must cultivate more grey hairs before that.

I must study  It is among students that I feel at present the most unhappy.

Such as I teach at School respect me as a man of mature learning, and wide experience of letters & science. While by such students as meet me casually I am supposed to be a young fellow employed in a Commercial House, and am often asked which wine-business I serve!

But I am neither of these. When I ask myself what I am I finish my interrogations in a crise de nerfs. You see these self-examinations, after a years rest, begin again. At such times the sensation of the passing of Time sharpens into agony. How much have I advanced in study since the Matriculation 1911? Enormously in some fields, but not along the marked-out high-roads, and through those absurd old toll-gates called examinations.

I sometimes wonder whether my mere Pass in Matriculation disenchanted everybody. But no one has any idea of the crushing disadvantages that I suffered through the Wyle Cop work. It was a thrice-evil system: I did what should on no account ought to be attempted by anyone under 25; I did it precisely at the moment when every precious instant should have been devoted to undivided study, and the care of my frame. And I tried to do Both under the most unfavourable of particular circumstances.

Before that time I fought with my hands free and the result was a first place on the List of my first public examination. Such a result will now never be possible more; or if possible less and less probable; more and more cruelly difficult... Nothing gave me the creeps more surely than the sight of old Kemp, trying to learn his Latin Conjugations at 24! Is any scene in George Eliot more piercing-sorrowful than Baldassarre the Scholar failing to read a paragraph?

But think not it is examination results which attract me, and constrain me to a manner of life much less easy than my present. It is more like the call of an Art, which, morning and evening, makes me unhappy in my unfruitful labour. What Art?  Any! Where lies my happiness, there lies my usefulness! I know when I am happy. We may not know what is good for us; but we know what is good to us. (Alas for the man who deceives himself in that.) I am happy with Art. I believe in Science more wholeheartedly than in Art; but what good could I do in that way?

I am only conscious of any satisfaction in Scientific Reading or Thinking when it rounds off into a poetical generality and vagueness. I find purer philosophy in a Poem than in a Conclusion of Geometry, a chemical analysis, or a physical law.

But all the time, you are asking: What Art is the fellow driving at?

Music? If only I dare say Yes! I certainly believe I could make a better musician than many who profess to be, and are accepted as such.

Mark, I do not for a moment call myself a musician, nor do I suspect I ever shall be; but there! I love Music, Violin first, Piano next, with such strength that I have to conceal the passion, for fear it be thought weakness. Strange to say, I met last Thursday in the woods of the Chateau Olivier, one of my pupils, who is a student of the Conservatoire here, and has the intention of being a soloist on the piano, and of giving concerts, and takes care to remark that he has no idea of being a Professor of Music. But what is chiefly strange is that, though he has had the energy and endurance to vanquish a Father and wit to escape from a commercial post, I doubt if he understands Music apart from Crotchets, Rests, and appoggiaturas. When I asked whether he thought of Composition, it was clear that he considered it entirely a matter of Counterpoint Rules.

But if I were a pupil of the Conservatoire... I should not complain of overwork. What a blessed tyranny would be the tyranny of a genius of a Master! If I failed... but even the despised Professors of Piano, (if anything above kettledrummers), command six and ten francs per lesson in Bordeaux; which compares well with the Profession of Tongues! But it is as extravagant of me to think of Music now as it would be for, say, Father to think of training as a sea-captain. And then a little incident has stuck in my mind like a thorn. It was quite seven years ago; I had just played one of my juvenile pieces before a Company and Grandpa was so well pleased that he said quite gleefully He! He! But youll make your livin at it yet: which remark was instantly crushed with a storm of Pooh-Poohs! Grandma, though admitting she couldnt have done the thing herself, snubbed dear Grandpa as a mere matter of principle and habit. But everybody else was sincerely indignant. That indignation I have felt and redoubted ever since.

Failing Music, is it Pictures that I hanker to do? I am not abashed to admit it, when I realize I was never really taught even to draw: for it was evident that Miss Martin who sat in our Room during Drawing Lessons, could not draw as well as the majority of the class.

But Heigh ho! If there were anything in me I should, following Legend, have covered with spirited fresco say Teeces Shed; or carved the Staircase Knob into a serene Apollo!

Yet wait, wait, O impatient world, give me two years, give me two free months, before it be said that I have Nothing to Show for my temperament. Let me now, seriously and shamelessly, work out a Poem. Then shall be seen whether the Executive Power needful for at least one Fine Art, be present in me, or be missing.

My Temperament I have now no right to doubt. That I believe infallible; though it remains to know which, if any, Music, Painting, Sculpture, or Verse, is the most possible.

Witness, to confirm what I believe of my composition, on one side the Tragedy of Uncle Edward Shaw, torn up by the roots by a perverted appetite; and on my other side, the Comedy of Aunt Emily Owen, who literally palpitates with excess of physical sensation.

These are the natures which, labouring for self-expression, produce Art; and which rolling in retrogression produce Nothing or Crime.

Are you saddened by these declarations of mine? Anyhow, you know that as Parents You have, of all the world, the least title to find fault with what I am.

You must not take for granted Bernard Shaw, when he says:

The true artist will let his wife starve,... his mother drudge for his living at seventy sooner than work at anything than his art.

Nor will I for my part put any faith in this statement, which I read in the same play; When a man who is born a poet, refuses a stool in a stockbrokers office, and lives in a garret, spunging on a poor landlady, or on his friends and relatives sooner than work against his grain... we make large allowances for him.

The large allowance may in Wordsworthian Years have amounted to as much as, £200. Today it takes the form of a large allowance of space between the poet and his fathers door.

Here I must take breath. I may find more to say another day. Meanwhile I am not in a garret, and have been working for money, since I was sixteen, disguised as the fact is!

Now it is Wednes. and I have had with delight your news. I shall hope to have an important piece of your mind on Sunday.

Your dearly-loving Son 


To Mary Owen

Monday, 1 June 1914  (Bordeaux)

Dearest Mary, 

Your last letter gave me very much pleasure. Mother did not remind me of your Birthday; none the less I suddenly thought of it in writing the date on Saturday. A tremendous downpour of rain prevented me from making a tour of the shops; I just dived into a Booksellers; but found nothing fit for you except a cheap copy, (of Gowans production) of a French Poetess. And, as yet, you are not yet fit for Marceline Desbordes-Valmores! But I have a design in sending you this, viz. to keep you hungry to learn French and I hope it wont be long before you read such works without tears; at least without tears due to grammatical difficulties. Dont be disconcerted by the portrait on the cover! Remember you also have had ocular attacks; and have been seen to give fiftyseven double-winks at the ceiling every three minutes. You, also, have exhibited a nose, shiny enough to read by at night. You also have worn unfortunate bodice-yokes of ancient-british design. Hence say nothing horrid of poor Marcelines picture. But regard the book as a mere rubbishy brown-paper packet, and wait for me to untie the string  gently I promise you  and then you shall find in it many unvalued gems, inestimable stones.

Today has been Holiday. The Lems earnestly invited me to go up the river with them in the afternoon: they went to visit some friends who lived in a riverside village. This family inhabits the Mairie or Town-

Hall, the Patron i e. Papa, being Secretary to the Mayor = Town Clerk, I suppose. One of the curly-haired daughters I had seen at my famous first dance. Unfortunately there were no boys. I do really regret it, because with French girls it is quite impossible to talk soberly and intellectually, since they have the brains of linnets; and it is equally impossible to speak amorously and poetically for fear of being compromised.

It is their own fault that they are watched and warded, as is proved by this incident. The Jeunesse consisting of two boys and four damosels were for a short time separated from the elders. And it was not I, who was just then engaged in a Botanical Investigation; nor yet Raoul; but one of the young ladies who suggested that now was the moment pour sembrasser. I was so taken off my guard that I kissed the curly-head without so much as looking round; but I finished off the rest only with much pressure and bad grace! Clearly, it was a solemn and established custom, not a merry improvised lark!

After this I several times fell asleep conversationally, and had to be roused up by Raoul.

I now learn that Raoul is proposed for the English Scholarship, but not elected yet. I am a little bothered about him; not simply because his English sets my teeth on edge; but because he eats half his words in speaking French, and such expressions as do drivel out are in the intonation of the Bordeaux Commercial Students. I am now able to recognize four or five species of French. First the ugly accent of working-class (not peasant) Bordelais: which includes the Dubo Family, certain of my night-pupils, and certain of my Boy-Scout acquaintance. Next, the manner of speech of the Higher Grade Schools and School of Commerce: characterized by great rapidity and fusion of words. Next the Bordeaux University Students French, which certainly differs from the French of Parisians, which likewise is not the Best. Such is only to be got in the neighbourhood of Tours. Hence I shut down my imitative faculties when speaking with the majority of people I have to speak with: and very regrettable it is.

I say Raoul gabbles; but I know I also once spoke as untidily and indistinctly as I write now. Father did what he could to misunderstand me, and Mother to excuse me; but now a sterner Mother, whose child is Invention, has obliged me to mend my speech; and with such effect that both pupils and director thank & praise me for fine articulation!

I dont know whether you will remark any difference in my vowelvalues when you hear me again. It will be joyful to hearken to you all.

How fluent you will all seem, even thyself, O Sparse of Speech! I sometimes dream of being back in England, and am always sorry! It seems to my dreaming mind too soon, that my purpose has not been accomplished; and that it is so hard to get back to France! But when I wake I think differently!

Please set about finding some pupils for French, from which I might pocket 2s. per hour!... I mean it!

And now lay to your gentle heart my gentlest Wishes for your Future (as there was anything but Future for us!) Be Strong. Cherish the Cherishers of our younger lives; and lead my darling Baby Colin along gentle ways!

Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

6 June 1914  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

I had your loving letter on Sunday and I think I quite well understand by now your attitude towards my Home-Coming!

But now I want to know your attitude towards my passing-of-nextwinter.

Certainly I shall not be at the Agricultural Show. For though there may be even four more weeks of maximum work, I dont doubt that July and August will be much slacker and so worth waiting for.

Now in September and October are held special Courses of French for foreigners, at the University, at a very low fee. At the end of these courses, one takes an Exam, which qualifies for a Diploma, stating the holder is Capable of Teaching the French Language. Such a Diploma has, I know, some sort of value in England. Anyhow I should benefit immensely by the Courses. If, then, I could maintain myself for those two months, and I think I could, ought I not to hold out against the seduction of Home yet a little longer?

What is important to note is that persons registered for these French Courses are entitled to a Reduction of 50% on French Railways! This would make it even cheaper for me to go back thro Paris. I might even engage myself for a month or so in the Paris B. School. It would be quite a safe undertaking for in Paris, Professors are not allowed to do more than seven hours per day. I should then arrive home for Christmas, and have plenty of time for reading for the Reading Scholarship, or even for Inter. Arts itself 1915. In fact I feel the time would be too long to remain at home, unless it were certain I could get some pupils for French, (or anything else).

The Alternative would be to come home immediately I am told off; and at once to pack off to some other part of the world. For I am less sanguine than ever of Junior Posts in Boys School. Both as regards amount of leisure, difficulty of work, and style of living, I should be better in France or Germany as Berlitz Prof.

But better than all would be a few hours private independent lessons a day in Shrewsbury, by which I might profit twice as much as engaged by a school whatsoever.

And with the title Diplômé de lUniversité de Bordeaux this should be quite possible.

Raouls people are highly anxious for me to accompany him to Eng.

He should be ready in about six weeks. But I really cannot let this consideration interfere with my plans.

10.30p m.

Let me know what you think of these plans; and if my alternatives are not clear to you, or if you have still another alternative tell it me. I am too sleepy to make a longer letter of this.

It might seem curious that I never write to Father or hear from him:

(one line illegible) There is no sense in my writing out again for him what I say to you; and I have no time to write more. Father has no more to say than you tell me. And (two words illegible) suspect he reads a good part of my letters. I always make my salutations to you alone because some things I say are not meet for an audience. I had a fearful attack of mosquitoes 2 nights ago, and havent made up the six hours of sleep then lost. I only hope I shall reach the P.O. to drop this in the Foreign Box without napping on the way. Good Courage at the 

Dentists! My pat-on-the-back for Mary: nasal-tweak for Tweak for not writing to me.

Your devoted Son, Wilfred x I have sent a card to Harold.


To Susan Owen

Picture postcard: painting of two mountaineers (? 18 June 1914)  (Bordeaux)

I have urgent news! This mng a pupil, Parisian lady, distinguée, asked me whether I would like to spend a month in the Pyrenees with her as she must speak English before October. Her husband is a man of letters

& professor of elocution. They travel a great deal. They have a villa in the mountains, marvellous spot! Various friends from Paris will visit them. Madame has a daughter of 11: will take 2 maids.

Monsier Léger came yesterday to see Aumont, not wanting me to lose my post permanently. Aumont refused to say definitely Je verrai, je verrai. It makes no difference whether he agrees or not!

I am in great excitement. Will tell you immediately I know more. Such as I know was communicated in an undertone during my lesson, for Aumont promised Madame to speak to me, & hasnt yet. The Tofield Affair is quite a mystery still.


To Mary Owen

Le Quatorze Juillet 1914  Bordeaux 

My dear Mary, 

The first important thing I have to say is: Send me, regardless of Risks, Costs, or Pains the Adorable Portrait of Colin. I imagined I had it with me, and being seized the other day with, a mania to see it I plunged into my archives, but didnt find it. I was sick at heart. So youll send me both photographs, wont you: i e. the one with the gun and the serene, the immaculate-innocent, the noble face; and other with the semi-coy, slant-smiling... face. The gap is to be filled up when the English Language shall have evolved appropriate adjectives for that Expression. As a matter of fact I can see that picture at this moment as well as I can see, (and better than I can see) the words I am scratching on this paper: and the truth is I only want the pictures to show my friends what our family can do when it tries.



P.S. Need I explain that July 14th is the National Fête, day on which Bastille was stormed. Grand military Reviews all over the country, & general holiday.



15 July I had only got so far when I heard the fireworks beginning in the vast public square; so I dribbled round in that direction; and fell in with the most tremendous assembly of human creatures I ever saw in a public place. In Shrewsbury we like to think there is a great multitude in the Quarry at the Show, but I suppose ten quarriesful would not amount to the mass standing in the Place de Quinconces last night. The fireworks were not so pretty as ours but more striking and comprehensive, they fell over the heads of the people, and embraced the whole sky.

What made it the most remarkable was the lightning which sometimes blazed out at the same instant as the bursting rockets, and kept up a continual flicker in the pauses of the feux dartifices. The people had hardly turned away when a ferocious storm broke. The noise of hundreds of thousands of feet and voices surging back into the town was a noise not to be forgotten. It re-awoke all the mysterious terrors which one feels for the first time in reading the Tale of Two Cities. And then such a pandemonium of thunder claps to finish  or rather never to finish! For they lasted till six this morning and awoke me half a dozen times in the night. Result was I fell asleep in my room after lunch, and didnt wake up till after the time for my Lesson! I had such a shock that I scuttled round to the school without waiting to awake more than half of myself; and afterwards I couldnt get more than half awake; so I sat out that lesson in a very queer mentality, very queer indeed. But I feel better after a right good dinner, and no wine!

I feel quite self-conscious, the centre of observation, if, as I sometimes do, I drink nothing but water. Strange is the change.  The first time I uncorked a Claret I was in a great funk. I am glad I was; but Im not less glad that just at the moment of my third bodily-renewing, I have been able to fortify my tissue with real Bordeaux Red & White. I am conscious of at least an appearance of robustness in my face: for when shaving I have a tight round skin to deal with now. And there are no black shadows in the corners of my eyes. Ask Raoul, though!

I am enclosing his photograph. He has just given me a larger one, but I am sending this, equally good, for lack of a big envelope.

The boy states he will arrive at Shrewsbury at 9.5 p m. on Tuesday, July 21.

Mother was very thoughtful to ask whether I preferred him not to have my sanctum. I should certainly rather my own Colin were there if anyone. But I dont understand whether it is a choice of one or other.

I rather suppose from recent accounts that Tweeks is at present in a state of fishy degeneration, reverting to our original aquatic habits; and, now completely amphibian, sleeps in the bathroom under water. He had better emerge and write me a letter, if he wants me to remember that he is near fourteen: How I wish the Pater would send him back with Raoul: to share my room for two months, and learn French enough to last him terms and terms without opening his Grammar. What bliss for him, eh?

I have another project for the Autumn. Herr Langholz is leaving Berlitz Schools for ever this term. After many years therein, both in Europe and America, he has got a name but it brings no money. He is going to do commerce in fruit, oil and wine between Russia & Spain.

But this winter he is going to Nice where he gets from 5 to 10 francs for a lesson. Now it is possible that I might go and work with him; if, as he says, I should have 3 f. per lesson for myself, I should be glad to do it.

Langholz is now in Paris, but we shall talk over this when he comes back.

No change in Bagnères plans. Thanks be! You will find my first visiting-card, necessitated by present circumstances, and costing 1 and a half franc per 100!

Give me a hint what Colin wants for 24-th.

Thank dear Mother for her loving letter.

Overlook the haste-marks of these pages, but always look well into any signs you may see of my impatience to be among you.

Your fond Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Friday, 31 July (1914)  Villa Lorenzo La Gayeste Bagnères-de-Bigorre

Dearest Mother, 

Getting up at half-past five on Thursday, I caught my train without any scramble. I met at the Station a pupil, young commercial student, with whom I was on good terms (Raoul knows him: Dufau); with his sister and small cousin; and I travelled with them three quarters of the way. The weather was on the change, after three weeks rain, and the country was very fair. I saw something of the vast pinè forests of the Landes. The first sight of the mountains was highly exciting. They rise up with scarce any preamble in the way of spurs, hillocks, or terraces.

But there was no snow. At Bagnères I found Monsieur, and outside the station Nénette holding the Donkeys head, for they have a donkeycharrette, and my green trunk was carried up therewith. The Villa is snugly placed on a hillside, not very far from the Town, but out of sight.

It is very pretty, tho not in the English style. It is not conspicuously comfortable; but the very box for an open air treatment. My room, on the ground floor, has three windows, one of which is a door. (Hem!)

I have a Cabinet de Toilet (ask Raoul) where there is running-water, very-running-water: the tap doesnt act, and the water runs on for ever.

Men may come to repair it, but I dont expect them. I have to deaden the noise at night by a system of rags. A few yards from my door a brook keeps up the noise of a hidden stream, that to the sleeping woods all night, singeth a gentle song. The garden is wildish but rich in leafage. Bamboos grow prosperously. Enormous hydrangeas (hortensia) with purple inflorescences are all about... This instant I am informed that Madame is going into Bagnères, & I must go to buy my espadrilles. So shall go on with my accounts later. On arriving I went out with Mr. Léger to see the country, & did not even send a card as there is no post from here. All letters have to be taken to Bagnères. I am very content here. What Luck!

Your very own Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Saturday, 1 August 1914 Chez Monsieur Léger, Villa Lorenzo, La Gayeste, Bagnères-de-Bigorre, Htes. Pyrénées 

My own dear Mother, 

I was cut very short in my letter of Friday. I resume. The Villa is not ideal in plan, but pretty and practical. Only it is in a bad, bad state of repair. One ought to live here three months, says M. Léger, before it is anything like. It is not, you understand, the property of the Légers but of a doctor of Bagnères, who is aged and invalid, hence it is shamefully neglected. There is a largish property around about, consisting of copse, meadows and a farm. There is in the garden the beginning of a Vivier, which I think is called in English stew or kettle of fish or something like that. But although two charming rivulets leap across the garden, the work is not finished. Here is a rough plan of the house:

[image: img34.png]

The whole front consists of one piece  dining-room, hall, & drawingroom without separating-walls. The piano is wicked: absolutely untouchable. O la! la! Mademoiselle Levallois hasnt arrived yet; comes next week.

There is a second-story to the villa, which only half-covers the flat roof.

The view is not vast, being obstructed by a near hill, very like one of the Stretton brotherhood  in fact exactly like. However, we see beyond and above this, the great Pic-du-Midi, and the Mont Aigu, on which there is yet snow. I shall not attempt any arduous climbs, and none at all the first week.

Now let me speak of my excellent friends. Monsieur Léger, was educated in a Paris Engineering School, but abandoned the Sciences for Dramatic Art (so saith a short notice I have read on him.) He played Comedies, I think; and the mere stamp of his countenance is enough to confirm it. He is quite small, but his bearing is notable, and his head typically dramatic: no hair on top to speak of, deep, dark eyes under prominent and moustache-like eyebrows, broad mobile mouth, clean shaven. Head beautifully poised, a little leaning-back. Voice agreeable  

(but I have not yet heard him recite.) There is nothing stagey about him, absolutely nothing in manner of speech, gesture, or idea; and that is remarkable considering. But the most mysterious thing is his age. In some lights, whether regarded, entire or in part, behind, before, or aside, he looks just thirty. At other times he is an old man, a grandfather. As a matter of fact, he is over fifty.

Madame is much younger. She is elegant rather than belle; has shapely features luxuriant coiffure, but is much too thin to be pretty. Probably she has been very pretty indeed. She is obviously of the same opinion herself. Her toilette, even for driving in donkey cart, is unimpeachable.

Yesterday she pointedly told me she could not stand plain people.

Je les déteste were her words. I felt uncomfortable. You, who may take the inference in a sense more complimentary to myself, may be uncomfortable in another way. She has even confided to me. that she doesnt love her husband excessively. This is all very amusing for me  and nothing else.

But I am immensely happy to be in the company of Nénette. I am enclosing a picture, with the warning that it is not very like, is not complimentary, and must be seen through a lens. Nénette, (not a nice name, tant pis) is perfectly a child, and, with that, is almost a perfect child. Papa prefers that she should not be educated in a town school, where they learn a great deal, but not of studies. So she goes to school with the peasants, and makes great progress. This is at the sacrifice of her accent, which is an important thing to a father like Mons. Léger.

But that can be cured. The result of living out here is that Nénettes physique is magnificent. As far as I can judge, she has also more than her share of intellect. Anyhow she began to compose dramas at nine years of age. Some of her writings are astonishing. I said that our piano was atrocious: hence I dont know whether she can play with sense or not; but she goes through her exercises admirably. I made the mistake the other day, of striking the opening bars of Marche Funèbre; since when she pesters me daily for more. It is a torture to me, but I do it for the sake of her expression. We walk into Bagnères together sometimes, when we talk chiefly of armaments and what help England is giving to France!

The news of War made great stir in Bagnères. Women were weeping all about; work was suspended. Nearly all the men have already departed. Our household is one in a thousand. Mr. Leger, who doesnt look his age, and I, who look French, are objects of mark at present. I had to declare myself, and get a permit to remain here; where I must stay still under penalty of arrest and sentence as a spy  unless I get a special visa for emigrating. I dont know how this state of things will affect my Courses in Bordeaux. Our food is already much dearer, and we are all getting ready to live on bread and maize-soup. If need be, Monsieur & I will undertake the harvest between us. Nobody is very gay-

I dont know whether you will ever receive this letter. I only know everything is horribly upset, in the Post, on the Railway  everywhere.

I have got your last letter & Raouls and feel upset that Father may not get his holiday. I hope you dont feel the least anxiety about me. I escaped from Bordeaux in the nick of time. Here I am in the hands of most amiable friends, away from danger to life, and sure enough of food.

I shouldnt like to be in Germany. Nor yet in Aumonts shoes. Fancy, he is now at the front, and I airing my fancies in a charming villégiature.

I finish in haste. Shall send cards often. If I find I am a burden to the Légers, I may have to sneak home. So be prepared.

Ever your devoted Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday, 8 August 1014  Bagnères-de-Bigorre 

My dearest Mother, 

How miserable it is not to get your letters, and not to know whether you are getting mine. I have so far had yours of July 31st: and its a wonder I got that considering the scanty address. Fortunately Monsieur Léger is well known in Bagnères, (having at one time directed the Casino there.) I last wrote (letter) a week ago (to Aberdovey), posting the next day. Since I have sent cards. I shall with this letter forward a Card to Mahim, in case, in consequence of the mobilization you have been obliged to stay in town.

Practically all the men have now gone to join their corps. The last time we sent to Market it was empty. In villages around there is no more bread. The women pass their time knitting in the streets. Monsieur Léger spends his day tramping to and from the town, though, as a matter of fact, news only arrives once a day. All sorts of absurd stories are circulated about spies and lurking Germans. I saw a man who had the foolhardiness to call himself German (I dont think he was actually) all but killed by a mob. I never wear my spectacles now, as the Légers say they look foreign. I have received glances from knitting women which not Madame Defarge could make more menacing! It is because they think me an idle French youth, who has got himself excused! On the other hand, when Monsieur L. introduces me to his friends as English I am cordially and respectfully saluted. No one is permitted to pass out of his Commune (a very restricted area) after six oclock in the evening!

Madame Léger has definitely offered to keep me with them as long as they remain up here, that is until the 15th of September. It is no use even discussing what I shall do then; it is yet much too soon.

I continue meanwhile to be immensely happy and famously well.

I dropped into a Photographers the day before leaving Bx.; and here is the result. Three points need to be mentioned. (1) The lopeared-ness of the left hairs is accidental. (2) The shadow quite spoils the chic effect of the moustache, (3) I look pale, while, at present at any rate, my rich colour is a marvel to behold. The difference that has taken place in my physiognomy since the moment I was liberated from the Bordeaux Box is incredible. Bagnères is specially noted for Throat Cures, and indeed I breathe this air with as much gusto as I eat my meals.

We live very quietly. I get up about eight, and pass through the glass (!) door of my bedroom to my déjeuner of coffee with milk & cream, toast and butter. About nine or ten I give my lesson: not always easy, but never boring. It is often in the garden; and is usually interrupted by Nénette, who doesnt at all like this hour; and has to come for kisses and hugs at intervals.



We lunch at 12.30: have gouter consisting of a cup of milk at 4: and dinner at 7.30. Meals are not by any means sumptuous; for the time is a time of war. This afternoon Madame and the servant have gone with the donkey, for victuals. Mlle. Levallois, violinist, hasnt yet come: and I wish she wasnt coming: otherwise a Poet, a real live Poet, with a wife of famous beauty would have come. But in any case, the Poet has now cut his hair, and gone to war! In a few days an old lady, very distinguished, will arrive; her son is an important M.P. I shall finish my news for Mary & Colin.

Your own, happy, safe, fortunate, and devoted Son 


To Colin Owen

Monday, 10 August 1914  (Bagnères-de-Bigorre)

Darling Lad,  

Colin, I thought your last letter to me a very nice one. I hope at this moment you are in Camp; but I am desolated not to have had any news from Aberdovev, (or from Shrewsbury either since Mothers letter of the 31st July.)

I suppose you are studying the War, with all your Patrol. Are the Scouts doing anything really useful at this time? I feel shamefully out of it up here, passing my time reading the Newspapers in an armchair in a shady garden. Numbers of Bordeaux ladies are going to the Armies as Nurses. The only thing I could do, so Madame Léger says, would be to serve as stretcher-bearer, on the battlefield. After all my years of playing soldiers, and then of reading History, I have almost a mania to be in the East, to see fighting, and to serve. For I like to think this is the last War of the World! I have only a faint idea of what is going on, and what is felt, in England, as perhaps you have only a faint notion of the family affliction, the public enthusiasm, the standstill of business there is here.

Please send me a newspaper whenever an important issue appears; and keep some historical numbers, for my archives. Yes, I should honestly and solemnly like to be in Alsace at this moment! But I know your opinion at home as to such an idea; so I wont even ask for permission to engage myself as nurse, etc. What a time for the Journalists!

Meanwhile I could hardly ask for a more perfect (holiday-) existence.

I have found a spot to bathe; and my daily bath is a matter of much wonderment in the family. When I proposed it, I met with all manner of opposition: stream too cold; not deep enough; people may pass: better go to the Piscine (Plunge Bath) (which is quite warm, ugh! and costs 1 franc.) Now I am, as you very well know, acutely uncomfortable in hot weather without a tub. So one fine morning I went forth, pretending I was going to herborise; and finding, as I knew I should, an enchanting stretch of water in an alder-glade, I was not long in getting in. So now I go down every day, and I know, when I vaunt my coolness and freshness, the others would be green with envy, if they were not so infernally red with heat.

Oh! certainly it is hot here at mid-day! I darent think of what it is in Bordeaux!  or on the Continental Plains in Uniform!!!!!! But after four oclock, just when in cities, the air begins to be intolerably étouffant down from the mountains comes trickling a delicious current of oxygen and we are saved. And that is why I can find Nothing the matter with me: and why I eat anything and sleep anyhow: and that is why (for a double reason) the stars are twice as brilliant than I have ever seen them before. Now, do write something for me: and say that you continue to feel my affection and respect my influence. x Wilfred x P.S. Down with the Germans!


To Susan Owen

Tuesday, 11 August 1914  Bagnères-de-Bigorre 

Darling Mother, 

I am miserably disappointed to know, by this mornings post, that Father is kept from his holiday, and that you are not going to Wales at all. I sent a letter yesterday to Aberdovey, (with the Home Address as alternative) so you may get it at the same time or even after this  if you ever lay hands on it at all. It contained notes for Raoul and Mary, and photographs of Nénette, and of me. Your two mails of Aug. 2 and 5 I captured together this morning. I was going down to my bathe when I met the Postman on the road. Having an iron-pointed alpenstock in my hand, I made him stand and deliver. I rather suspect that my letters for England are quarantined for several days in this beastly town: if indeed they are not opened and condemned. I have sent A Card on my arrival.

Letter on Sunday. 2nd.

Two Cards in the Week.

Letter on Monday 10. and Cards to Torquay, Alpenrose, and various people in Bordeaux.

In case people act the goat with my Envelope at Aberdovey I here repeat that I am admirably comfortable; with people who just suit my momentary taste; and completely out of reach of the war.

I dont think I have ever enlightened you on the occupation of Madame Léger. She has an important business in Bordeaux & Paris designing and selling House Decorations, Embroideries, and so on. She goes to Canada once a year, and there makes piles of money. In six years she says her fortune will be made; and she shall sell the Business, and return to her original state of perfect lady! In two years they will remove to her dear Paris. She was not educated to be a business woman; but as Monsieur Léger had no turn for business she managed the House since the time of her marriage. She is only 31; while Charles is 52. One would take her for Nénettes sister. She is a most amiable hostess, and I am as neither a guest nor a teacher but as an old friend. She was once vaunting how that she could do whatever she liked with her men friends.

Never did she meet with resistance. I told her that if she found me compliant to her wishes she must remember my position in her household.

On which she declared that I owed her no obligations whatever. I was entirely free: in my goings-out and comings in and in the language I speak: and how I behave. So, considering the charming country and everything else, I am one of the most enviable young persons in France.

I am going to write about Nénette to Mary. This is only a supplementary Note: writ in a hurry, for in 3 mins. I must trot into Bagnères.

It makes marvellous hot in the middle of the day, i e. at present.

I find I have no answers to attend to in your letters: but I would like to answer your anxiety on my part and grievous disappointment on your own by a Declaration of my personal Liberty, Health, Happiness, with no prospect of any immediate change.

Signed, Your Wilfred 


To Mary Owen

20 August 1914  Bagnères-de-Bigorre 

My dearest Mary, 

Although I have very nearly written several long epistles to you, I never quite wrote one!

You understand that one or two hours of my day are taken by my professional duties; that one or two more are not less strictly taken up by Nénette, for whom I draw, play the piano, make boats, act comedy, invent stories, play hide-and-seek, bury dolls, etc. that, nearly every day I go to Bagnères for some reason or other; that when it is fine, I scramble up the hills to see the Chain of the Pyrenees; and that when it is hot (remember we are more south than the N. Coast of Spain) it is a sore temptation to prostrate myself on the Verandah in the contemplation of the Peaks; the near valleys;... the silver-birches and the hortensias of the gardçn;... Nénette... and the end of a cigarette...

You, especially You, would be enchanted with our Villa. The name, following the inscription at the end of the Drive is Castel Lorenzo, but you might as well call Mahim a manor, as this a Castel. It is a bijouresidence: too much like a toy in appearance to please M. Léger; and indeed is a long way from being my own ideal of a country villa. This reminds me that I spent an afternoon of last summer working out my ideal of a practical English country house. I made some rough plans which I think I put in one of my stained boxes, among the potterycollection. I should be glad if you could find those sheets (note-paper size) and send them me quietly; because Madame Léger would be interested to talk over the subject. You know her business is to set in order the houses of rich people; chiefly in Canada, where all her clients are millionaires. She sells her articles at an extremely high price; and will have made her fortune in six years hence. She works like this: inspects the house; tells the people what they want (for they never know); takes measurements, makes her designs; has these designs executed by her 30 or 40 employées; and makes a fabulous profit.

But you will be more interested to hear about Nénette (full name Albine)  both which names I have told her Mother are not at all pretty; and she agrees. However they belong to a very pretty Body. Her head is not without fault: there is too much recession in the line of the chin.

Her hair is not at all in the manner of the photograph; but in two macarons on the temples, like Queen Victorias in 1837. This gives her an air of a Russian Ballet Dancer, which she resembles in other respects also. Her dancing is said to be exquisite. I havent seen her dance. Her voice is a continual music. But her chief feature is her eyes, which are like Margaret Quayles in colour, and richly fringed with lashes. Upon occasions they become extraordinarily alive; so that we say  she has the devil in her eyes tonight.

Her character has been a stiff problem for me. At first she was a model of obedience, meekness, and politeness; but when I ceased to be a stranger, the rebukes of petit-papa and petit-maman were differently received. Towards me she varies a good deal. We have only one subject of quarrel; and that is the superiority of the English nation over the French, or vice versa. She is coquette in matters of dress and is sensitive to my least remark in this respect. Everything I say to her that amuses or pricks her she repeats to her mother, when she sees her into bed, who duly re-repeats these tales to me. I consider I have an important rôle to play, for Madame has announced to her daughter that she desires her to marry (at 19) an Englishman, ten years older than herself, who is to be intelligent and beau. So I am a sort of sample. But it is difficult to know what Mademoiselle really thinks of me. Dis donc, petit-maman she said one night Mais Monsieur Owen est très-joli garçon, nest-ce pas?  

Oh! said Madame  Nothing special for I didnt want to put any ideas into her head; and I dont want her to suffer any chagrin when you leave! It is only in the last few days that Nénette has been free with me: to the extent of her pulling my hair and letting me stroke hers!

And it was only this very morning that I received her confidence of confidences; namely that she is beloved of a certain boy of her school, and loves him exceedingly; and that they have the firmest intention to get married as soon as convenient. She got this out immediately that (we) were alone after breakfast, and finding I did not laugh, but was extremely grave  having my own reasons,  ah! the days when I was eleven  she continued to relate how they contrive to exchange notes, sweets, and  even kisses; and how that her schoolmistress knows of the affair; but not her Mother or Father; and how Pierre is dressed; and that he is twelve years old. It has taken me three weeks work to win that confidence. But it is more than I ever won from You! Such an affair is not a proof of genius in Albine; but it is an indication; and I shall watch her future with keen interest. Very probably I shall spirit her over to Mahim for you to influence and know  if you will. Anyhow, her father said to her mother, before ever I thought of it myself, that he would like to send Nénette to my home. And her Mother asked me what Would be the costs of pension in my family. Afterwards, I have shown them Mothers photograph. Oh, but she must be good, your Mother, said Madame!

Said Monsieur, with genuine enthusiasm: Why this is the face of goodness itself! This woman is goodness itself.  So your theatrical man is the one who knows faces and character after all.

Please tell Mother she has jumped to erroneous conclusions about Madames past: she never had any connection with the stage. The suspicions about her attitude to me, and her Coquetterie are more or less correct. But I dont care two pins, so let her be tranquillised, I prithee.

If it gives you all any pleasure to know that I am happy, I can tell you from the bottom of my heart that these weeks are passing like Elysian time.

Great thanks for the poems which Mother sent me and for her dear and dearly-treasured messages.

I am going to meet a great French Poet in a day or two! Neither the Violinist, nor the old lady authoress are coming here it seems. Salute Scout Colin with a martial geste! Give my hearty condolence to Father on the suppression of his holiday. Cant be bothered to correct Raouls letter now. In fact I dont begin another page because Nénette is at my window, stamping with impatience. Embrace sweet Mother as you would yourself  for your fondest Brother It is evident my letters have been detained 4 days or more in Bagnères.

In fact I now know there have been no trains for Bordeaux.


To Susan Owen

Monday, 24 August 1914  Bagnères-de-Bigorre 

My own dear Mother, 

I had yours of Sunday, Aug. 16th, on Sat. last. Tell me if you have got my budget addressed to Aberdovey, containing Photographs; and a following letter to Raoul; and lastly, a letter to Mary. I see there is a question in one of yours:  would I like a Christian? I should be strongly interested to read a Keswick Number; and also to know what is said by prophetic students about the Armageddon. On Sunday, if possible I go to Church with Nénette; but yesterday, having quite lost count of the days, I was not aware it was Sunday until late in the afternoon! It is not that one behaved in an unsundaylike fashion; but that every day is a Sunday here. Nearly a month have I been; and perhaps have as much as a fortnight more. We do not, however, stay till the 15th, as had been arranged, but till the 7th or 10th. But I am to live with the Légers in Bordeaux for another month, on the same understanding; on Oct. 10.

Madame starts for Canada, if not held up by the War. This is capital for me. I am to have Nénettes charming room, and shall be virtually a guest. Their house is in the very best residential part, between the vast Place de Quinconces and the Jardin Public, (rent £320.) I shall hope to meet some interesting people, and if not too early for the season, I suppose I shall have the run of M. Légers Theatre. It is the only Theatre in Bordeaux where classical, literary, or decent plays are put on. Consequently it has failed four years running. Nevertheless Léger perseveres heroically.

You were quite wrong in supposing Madame Léger to have been an actress; though curiously enough, most people who see her for the first time suppose it. Most women of Paris powder and rouge; and Madame is no exception: I have never seen her without either; but it is mild for every-day. Only once have I seen her fully made up (one night last week for the Casino) and then, with blue-shaded eyes, I can tell you she looked a surpassingly fair and dangerous woman. As for her history, I only know that she was educated at one of the tip-top boarding-schools of Paris, which she entered at the age of 3 and half!...; that she was asked in marriage at 14; and was married, at 17 and half to Charles Léger, who is 20 years older than herself; that she undertook at the time of her marriage the affairs which were previously in the family of her husband; that she is at present 31 years of age, and is driving a commerce of enormous success.

I am conscious that she has a considerable liking for me, both in a physical and intellectual sense. She is now equally conscious that the former liking is not reciprocated  not one little bit  and continues to like me for my minds nature. If it were not so,  I should hop it, immejit. The first week was sufficient to enrol me a friend of the family: a talk with Monsieur in which I gave him my views,  another with Madame when I dared to argue with her, and matched her on her own ground (linguistic);  an inspiration to amuse Nénette by translating various people on the piano  and my position in their estimation and in their household was assured. That translation into music  or discord  of the characters we liked or disliked, e g. The proprietor of the villa (discord), Monsieur Aumont; Nénette; a little peasant, friend of Nénette; etc. was the result of a pitch of sensation which is alas! so rare in me that I should not dream of repeating it. I translated Nénette by the marvellous Rustle of Spring of Sinding: and I maintain the likeness to be perfect. The grace of the whole, the absence of any melancholy, the pretty rippling triviality of the greater portion; and the sometime sinking into a rich, rich abundance of life and earnestness  that is Nénette.

As in my letters, this child naturally occupies a good deal of room in my thoughts; but I am  alas or happily, who shall say?  too old to be in love, as you predicted. And then I see her too often... With her it is different, and my continual presence has caused a commotion and an alteration which her mother perceives with alarm. It is true that she talks incessantly about me in my absence, and that she wont put on this or that dress for fear Monsieur Owen will not be pleased (!); and that she worries me to shave my moustache!!  But I knew the real state of affairs; and, as in self-defence, had to throw some light on the school-boy side. Ifpetit-papa knew he would take it much more seriously, and remove her instantly from her school, and send her to goodnessknows where  England probably. Poor Pierre!  so sorry, old boy: and she had a fortune too!

On two days last week, Laurent Tailhade, the distinguished French poet, gave lectures in the Casino, for the benefit of charity. Monsieur Léger gave recitations. I was of course presented to Tailhade; and Madame invited him to lunch next Thursday, for my benefit. It is possible that Mons. Léger will be in Bordeaux all this week; but in any case I shall get at the poet alone, as I have engaged to fetch him. It was interesting to see how he enjoyed being rallied in his capacity of poet, for being incapable of remembering the date or the way.

My friend Bizardel, whom I used to meet on Sunday afternoons writes to me today saying that the Prefect of Bordeaux has taken him into his Cabinet. So I am more sure of information and protection!

I also had a card from Leslie in Llandudno. I keenly regret that you didnt manage to spend a week or so with them.  Tuesday I was writing yesterday in the nearest Thunderstorm I have ever experienced. We were right in the midst of the lightning, which I positively felt warm on my cheek.

The news of war today is decidedly bad. We understand that the Germans are over the frontier in N. Belgium, and French and English losses are heavy. We are very unquiet.

But I have a piece of personal news which makes my heart bound.

Madame Léger has asked me to go to Canada with her. Alas! for this voyage (Oct. to January) she says it is too late to arrange; and she would prefer the next (March-May about), which would interfere with my Exam. Perhaps Nénette will go then, which I should prefer. Nothing has been agreed about fares and expenses, but, while I dont expect to gain a cent I cannot of course be responsible for any costs whatever.

The entire conversation on this subject only lasted five minutes, so I have no more to tell you. But what a go!

Always your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Friday, 28 August 1914  (Bagnères-de-Bigorre)

Sweet my Mother, 

I wonder if youll have any difficulty in picking out your son, among the audience at the Casino, on the afternoon of Laurent Tailhades Lecture. I need scarcely tell you that on my left is Madame Léger.

Nénette is a mere nebulosity. To right of me is the owner of our villa, Madame Cazalas, a weird bird, who seems to have tried to attach her left leg to me. We didnt know we were being taken; but I dont dislike my head. The radiant polish of my cheek is due, partly to happiness, partly to sunshine. I was evidently amused at the moment, and about to make a remark to Madame: possibly Monsieur Léger was reciting just then.

The Group represents the poet Tailhade, on the same afternoon, posing (and proposing to the young lady who sang (infamously badly)).

Monsieur Léger, behind Tailhades left, is not at all like. His mouth is never to be seen in such a pugnacious mug. As a matter of fact he was furious about something when the photo was taken. The remaining people, are (obviously enough,) local johnnies who helped with the music. With these groups, I enclose two very fine views; both of which are visible  modified  from the estate. They are worthy to be framed, even for their own sake.

Tell me if you like them, and also your opinion of me & the Légers.

Tailhade came to lunch yesterday; but I had very little real conversation with him. In the first place, he was suffering from his heart, precisely after your deplorable miss-fire fashion, my dear mother, and only with difficulty and opening of all windows did he sit out the meal.

However  he is coming to live up here with us. At least, chiefly for my sake, Madame asked him, and he accepted. It is not yet a fact, but I dont allow myself to doubt it, although Madame says she suspects he sees some difficulty  about the distance from Bagnères, and so on. He lives generally in Paris, whence he has not yet retired into private life.

The donkey-cart doesnt frighten him, because he is too Parisian to care about the amused public. A Bordeaux celebrity, so say the Légers, would never consent to go a-riding in a donkey-shandy. They beg him to attack the Bordeaux public, which they hold in merited contempt. For Tailhade is one of the wickedest satirists, and cruellest enemies that have ever used the French language as a lash. For all that he is a charming old gentleman to meet. I called at his Hotel this morning to know his mind about the day of his removal. I saw him up at his window in shirt-sleeves, mooning. He received me like a lover. To use an expression of the Rev. H. Wigans, he quite slobbered over me. I know not how many times he squeezed my hand; and, sitting me down on a sofa, 

pressed my head against his shoulder, ftwo lines unreadable) It was not intellectual; but I felt the living verve of the poet... who has fought seventeen duels (so it is said).

Quite apart from the prospect of this Friendship, I am, for quite an appreciable length of time, imbued with sensations of happiness. The war affects me less than it ought. But I can do no service to anybody by agitating for news or making dole over the slaughter. On the contrary I adopt the perfect English custom of dealing with an offender: a Frenchman duels with him: an Englishman ignores him. I feel my own life all the more precious and more dear in the presence of this deflowering of Europe. While it is true that the guns will effect a little useful weeding, I am furious with chagrin to think that the Minds which were to have excelled the civilization of ten thousand years, are being annihilated  and bodies, the product of aeons of Natural Selection, melted down to pay for political statues. I regret the mortality of the English regulars less than that of the French, Belgian, or even Russian or German armies: because the former are all Tommy Atkins, poor fellows, while the continental armies are inclusive of the finest brains and temperaments of the land. There is no exception made but for the diseased, the imbecile, and the criminal. The world is madder than  

Your own bundle of eccentricity Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 4 September (1914)  Bagnères P.O.

Dearest Mother, 

It seems quite a long time since I last heard from home  a P.C. from you  and longer since I wrote. I have been waiting for definite news to give you. Mme. L. is obliged to leave here before the 15th and Bordeaux early in Oct. She is taking a boat from Bordeaux to Havre, & thence to Montreal & would like me to go on the same boat to Havre. But if Raoul stays at Home I would rather remain at his house. The Government is at Bordeaux, and as many of Parisians as can get there. Laurent Tailhade has got installed in the Villa several times and as many times retreated because of neuralgic abcess. No end of a fuss. I am dining at his hotel tonight. All serene with me. I have seen many Wounded arrive here.

Fondest love. Wilfred 


To Harold Owen

Wednesday, 23 September (1914) (12 rue Blanc Dutrouilh, Bordeaux)

My dear Harold, 

Just a word to say how glad I am that you are safe at home: and to 

send you a few belated birthday wishes. One of them is that I shall see you before you start again: though this is not really my expectation. I hope anyhow that the next voyage wont be a long one. I was sorry and annoyed that you didnt send any pictures by Raoul. You might have done so without fear of damage or of criticism. Both M. and Madame Léger are artists. Monsieur had done some oil-painting, and Madame of course has a genius for Design. She employs three designers for her business, two men and a young lady. Do you know anything about styles yet? I mean the way of recognizing and imitating the Louis XV, XVI, Empire, etc? Methinks the less you know the better, for I infinitely prefer the modem manner, and, at any period of history, the English to the French.

The house where I am is spacious, rather than very large. It is not furnished as it might be. There are in the drawing-room two fine oilpaintings representing M. Léger; which have been hung in the Paris Salon. Also there is a very pretty statuette of Madame L. about six inches high, in sitting pose. Above all, they have an original bust, by a greatish sculptor, Escoula, of Mr. Léger in his youth. I have seen a fair number of busts and statues in my time, but I only know of one which expresses so much energy, and manliness, and feeling, as this; while at the same time it is a marvellously faithful portrait.

The photographs of Nénette are innumerable: Some of them absolute artistic perfections; not a whit below the best work Uncle John ever did.

There are also plaster-casts and wood-carvings of this fair child.

The business-work of Madame L. is carried on in comparative secrecy: she wont allow me to go into the work-rooms until the articles are completed. Whether it is for fear of my cribbing the patterns or whether the work-girls I havent well decided. Anyhow I cant inform you about either yet.

I have been living in an admirable fashion, as well in Bordeaux as at Bagnères. My friend Bizardel, who is in the Cabinet of the Prefect of Bordeaux, has two automobiles at his disposition, (all the cars are now monopolised by Government.) One day he had to make a call on all the French ministers, and he took me in his motor. I didnt see many Ministers, and nor did he; all he did was to leave the Card of the Prefect. But of course we were dressed in grand chic: and wore an air of tremendous diplomats. The Minister for War is in the University where I ought to be having my Courses; Minister of Finance, in a school; Minister of Justice in the Law-Courts; Minister of Fine Arts (a friend of Tailhade) in the Theatre; and so on. Poincare is installed a few steps from my old room. Most Paris newspapers are fixed up around about this street; even money is being coined in Bordeaux. The aspect of Jean Escoula (1851-1911), the French sculptor. Angéliques, La Douleur, and Jeunes Baigneuses are his best-known works. the streets has changed a good deal. Fifty thousand extra people are here! It is easy to recognize Parisians. In certain streets pass a dream of fair women. The populace grumbles that chic toilets should still be worn; but if not for such gentle ladies, what on earth is the Fighting about? It is the old story of the Lists: the Princess sits in flowers, while the warriors scuffle about in the ring. As a matter of fact, there are already too many ladies offering to help with red cross work. This afternoon two friends of Madame Léger, Mlle. Levallois, (a violinist who has toured all over England, Scotland & Ireland) and another Mile, (once a great singer) have gone out hawking copies of a new patriotic song, to get money for the hospitals.

I went with my friend the Doctor Sauvaître to one of the large hospitals one day last week, where he is operating on the wounded. The hospital is in the buildings of the Boys Lycée and appliances are altogether crude. First I saw a bullet, like this (image of bullet) cut out of a Zouaves leg. Then we did the round of the wards; and saw some fifty German wretches: all more seriously wounded than the French. The Doctor picked out those needing surgical attention; and these were brought on stretchers to the Operating Room; formerly a Class room, with the familiar ink-stains on floor, walls, and ceiling; now a chamber of horrors with blood where the ink was. Think of it: there were eight men in the room at once, Germans being treated without the slightest distinction from the French: one scarcely knew which was which. Considering the lack of appliances  there was only one water-tap in the room  and the crowding  and the fact that the doctors were working for nothing  and on Germans too  really good work was done. Only there were no anaesthetics  no time  no money  no staff for that. So after that scene I need not fear to see the creepiest operations. One poor devil had his shin-bone crushed by a gun-carriage-wheel, and the doctor had to twist it about and push it like a piston to get out the pus. Another had a hole right through the knee; and the doctor passed a bandage thus:

Another had a head into which a ball had entered and come out again.
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This is how the bullet lay in the Zouave. Sometimes the feet were covered with a brown, scaly, crust  dried blood.
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I deliberately tell you all this to educate you to the actualities of the war.

There were two Englishmen here wounded, last week; but when Bizardel & I motored out to the Hospital, they had just moved somewhere else: one having developed scarletina.

I was not much upset by the morning at the hospital; and this is a striking proof of my health. I understand that you are likewise strapping and I felicitate you. It will be to me enormously interesting to hear of your voyages. If you return from Canada after a month I may just catch you at home. Of course give my dearest love to everybody: I remain here until the 12th Oct., I think!

Your affectionate, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Wednesday (Postmark 30 September 1914)  (Postmark Bordeaux)

Your Card  both sides of which gave me a special delight  came yesterday. What a fine sensation was produced by the hope to hear what day to expect you. Nevertheless I have seldom passed such agreeable days as these present. Dozens of interesting people defile before me. I spend my time looking up friends in the town and studying French Literature. If Harold has left, I suppose you will have opened his letter and learnt that I am fixed here until Oct. 7. as Madame leaves Havre by the Chicago on the 12th. I have only one pupil at present. I have answered advertisements in Schoolmaster. French Master wanted temporarily in Birkenhead. I wonder if Father could call at Town Hall, & see Sec.

R. T. Jones? Also in Chester, apply to Lovell, Educ. Off., Town Hall.

I wont think of coining by Havre then. Do you know Gen. St. Nav. Co. to London is cheaper than Moss Line to Lpool. and I should prefer to land in London.

Do begin a course of Rest Cure to prepare yourself for my examination of your Health! Dont worry. The Affair Léger is settled. Your own W

Ive received the balance from Raoul.


To Susan Owen

Address your next letters till further notice:

Wednesday, 14 October 1914  12 Cours St. Louis, Bordeaux 

My own Mother, 

The reading of your letter this morning was quite emotioning for me.

You speak so cheerfully of yourself, you say such nice things about Harold; you tell me that dear Father approves of me yet, and will be glad  I hope gladdened  to see me; and you show me Colin, pale, and crumpled-up under Homework! I was so near booking my passage at the beginning of the week! But, all at once, three or four pupils turned up, and after all my exertions in turningem up, I thought it a pity to turnem down again.

One is a boy who began with me at Berlitz, and who interested me by his intelligence. We grew friendly, and it was at his home that I spent the evening of my 21st birthday. His parents are both schoolteachers.

His mother is one of the most genuine good-natured Frenchwomen existing. It was through her that I got three more pupils  girls who have done five years English already; but I havent seen them yet.

While I am still unsettled, this good lady, Madame Berthaud, has offered me a room; but as it is for the moment occupied by a wounded soldier, I may not be able to take advantage of it. For, you know, I must leave the Lems next Saturday. They have a young lad coming to lodge with them for a matter of some years. He is entering Raouls school; & the matter had been fixed up long ago with his wealthy parents. This youth, whom I have seen and liked, is going to receive English instruction from me, twice a week. I am glad of the excuse to leave here; for, though wondrous neat and clean, my room has no writing-table, no wardrobe, no drawers, and no armchair. The window looks on the streets, giving me advantages and annoyances. From six oclock in the morning begins a thundering and a racketing of lorrywheels on the stone causeway; and a growl of barrels rolling, and a clank of iron-rods flopping: above all of which, like a clarion on a battlefield, resounds the braying of Sieur Lems ass! But the day is quieter, and at 4 oclock I can look down on the children coming from a school close by, which never fails to make me tender and poetical. Poor children, these; for the quarter is poor but not low. Indéed I never see in France any scabby-haired, mud-stockinged arabs, hoarse of voice and hard of eye, such as breed in Liverpool muds, Birmingham cinders, and London fogsmoke.

In the Jardin Public, in the afternoon, gathers another type of youngsters: a great part of them are Parisians, and very chic. It has sometimes happened that when I have been reading there, a boy has stopped his hoop and come up to me, hat in hand, just in order to talk to me. These incidents give me hope that the Léger episodes have not taken the bloom off my innocency. I dont think I told you I have an interesting protégé who would cost me dear if I had any help to give him. Before I left for Bagnères I encountered at the Union Chrétienne a youth of 15.

The first thing he said to me was that he loved Song and Music above all things; and straightway began to sing! Now his eyes, and indeed his whole countenance were the most romantically beautiful I had ever beheld. So remembered him, and having his card, looked him up on my return. I found his house in a shabby quarter. And I found his household in tears and sighing. His father was dying. Some weeks before his employer had reduced his little pittance owing to the war. The good man was so upset, that he contracted jaundice and such complications as a result of his contrariety of spirit. Now he is dead. The mother is a good soul, all heart, and, as I have seen her, never out of tears. Arriving at the moment I did, she vows I was sent by the good God. I was indeed able to do some small services; and have now won her affection, even as her son has mine. She begs and implores me to be a Counsellor to her sons. Oh, my dear young Sir! Give them your Advice: look after them: warn them: be their friend... Oh the poor, dears, left like this fatherless, oh! oh! oh!...

And that was the moment when I began to realize better the seamy side of Madame Légers cap: if you understand me. Indeed, I hope you understand the rest of this incoherent effusion: for on reading it over I scarcely make much sense of it myself. But so long as I am as wise in policy as I have proved I can be, you will let me dream and scribble as idiotically as I like!

There was no mention of Mary in your last. I hope she is mentally alive: and should like some sign of it. Let her write soon!

Ever your loving (Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

(Late) October 1914 Chez Veuve Martin, 31 rue Desfourniels, Bordeaux 

Dearest of Mothers, 

Your loving letters never end without a prayer for my happiness. Let mine begin with the assurance that they are answered: (I mean the prayers, not the letters.) If not greatly happier than I was this time last year, I am infinitely more comfortable. And the feeling that I am under obligations to no man, is as sweet as it is new. For the moment I have neither schoolmaster nor taskmaster, neither patron nor boss. I have slain  so far as I am concerned four tyrants: first, Timpany, who taxed his subjects with grievous work; next Lightbourn, a bullying boss; next Wigan, who essayed to dominate ones entire being; next Aumont, unmercifully grinding, being goaded by avarice.

These men are not my enemies (except perhaps the last); but they are not the masters I feel called to serve. Indeed, though I look up and down the world, I see no man whom I could serve without a suffocated feeling of captivity. This may turn out fortunate after all....

For the moment, my decision to throw myself on the world and live by my wits, has proved happy. I confess that, when I wrote putting off my return, I knew only two certain pupils, who would have brought me in a revenue of eight francs a week! But the pain I had to put off seeing you yet a little while pricked me so that I did a rare thing, I made an effort. And now I have every expectation of prospering  in the manner of our old friend in the Tale of Two Cities, the husband of Lucie Manette, (forget his name) who gave lessons in Soho: and was offered the backward urchins of his friends to instruct. All my pupils are children, (thanks be); except the Viscount, who is nineteen. He is not the son of the General, but his nephew. I like him quite well; and shall finish by a friendship, I foresee. The Consul, who sent me round to these people, spoke of a sort of supervision of the young spark on my part:

Guide,  Philosopher, and  Friend sort of thing. His lordship is notably flighty, according to his aunt whom I interviewed first. Probably I showed too young for this business. Indeed I hinted I couldnt be bothered with his morals unless well paid. So twice a week I resort to his room  on a fourth story  and give a two hour lesson which just covers my total expenses for that day (5f.) In virtue of this, I have taken a handsome room: twice the rent of the last. But as all rents have risen lately, the difference is less real. I spent a good part of three days, hunting for a den. I nearly put up in a garret, at 15 francs. The Lems found the hole: near them: in a poky lane, behind the docks: view of thousands of roofs. Attracted by the romance of a real garret with whitewashed walls and a prospect of chimney-stacks I actually went to engage it: but the proprietor being out, the Lems made up a bed for one night more; and next day I found it would be necessary for me to have a room to receive people. For that purpose my choice is well fitted:  fine old house  looking on a little square  out of reach of tram-noises, but two minutes from trams  my rooms form a corner  a great window each way  room well carpeted  four armchairs  Louis XV (genuine) bureau  Louis XV Wardrobe  second wardrobe with mirrors modern, Louis XVI,  bed and night-table to match  fine marble fireplace  

thirty (supportable) pictures  and  a piano, Out of tune, but with-out tone. A Dressing Room leads out of the Chamber: no lack of mirrors and shelves & cupboards  and even a gas-jet is fixed up for my hot-water. This window faces east as every dressing room should, and is blessed with a delightful morning sun. Suppose I help your imagination with a few lines  

The rest of the story is occupied by my widow-landlady, whose son is at the war. She takes care of me in a manner that would gratify you.

The good soul, for what reason I know not, often asks if my mother and father wont come and stay with me: and as much as sends you the message that she would be glad to put you up. If only you had the energy to come over...!

I must run out now to a Lecture. Courses (free) are now started every evening in Raouls College. I get up early and couch me late; but between the arrangement of my room; my lessons; my visits on & by friends; my interesting books, I dont seem to be able to succeed in Correspondence! But as for losing any modicum of desire to get home... what possessed you (to speak plainly) to pen that imagination???

Your very own, Wilfred I had Harolds telegram: Not Calling Rochelle before your P.C. I really think I should have started off to see him, and feel so disappointed.


To Susan Owen

Friday, 6 November 1914  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

Many things of interest were to be found in your last envelopeful; but what most impressed me was the confession to perpetual headache.

It. gives to me as much uneasiness as it gives you unease. Such a state of things should be given its right name Disease, and should be treated as such. I know not what druggeries you are given, nor what semblances of rests you take, but if one thing more than another seems to me probable to clear your dear head of these distempers and infesting dreams, it would be a radical displacement of yourself, a voyage into France, bag-and-baggage into a new atmosphere, and a fresh mentality.

Suppose I returned here after Chistmas, would you come? Raoul has hinted something about your having certain intentions of staying with him! What is this, pray?

I have written a card to Oliver. But I dont think I could bear to live in Cambridge except in one capacity alone... yet. However, let us hear all possible about it.

And so you say Talking fatigues you to the point of irritation. I suspect it is the Talk and the Talkers that are to blame. For me, I never took such pleasure in Conversation as at this present time. The French put such an astonishing intelligence and elegance into their Causeries, that these equal, and supplant even, Novel-Reading. I speak now of the French represented by Tailhade, and the friends of Monsieur Léger.

While, mores the pity, I think of such English representatives of Conversation as old Mrs. Williams, waddling round to waste your afternoons; or else of that loud-protesting Protestant Miss Kent: or else of that meek handmaiden of the Lord, Mrs. Fordham, whispering prophecies, scandal, visions, prayers and shop-prices world-without-end.

If this gives you a headache I feel a wicked satisfaction to know it. It ought to. To think that you are in ear-shot of Mrs.... What commerce hast thou with these folk? I think with sorrow of your isolation in the human world. For upon my word, if you secretly deem that your sister-in-law is living an animal life, I secretly suspect your sister of vegetating. Who shall blame em? The mineral state is perhaps the most preferable, after all.

But, like a Poet, thou hast thy own Creations to comfort thee, and may we, thy Works, follow thee with more consolations than the creations of art.

In any case you are less isolate than I.

I begin to suffer a hunger for Intimity. At bottom, it is that I ought to be in love anil am not. Though I have abundance of acquaintance, and a thousand times more friends here than in England, (since out of the Family, I have not one in England) I lack any touch of tenderness. I ache in soul, as my bones might ache after a night spent on a cold, stone floor.

You ask about my pulsations. Now, only today I had a severe attack of palpitation: this way: in a populous street suddenly I saw bearing down on me a hard, hunting-cruel Face: Aumont! His expression alone was enough to terrify, but when that expression was worn by the very eyes one wanted to avoid... For it was the face of Sherlock Holmes gone to the bad. There is one of my neighbours whom I hate as myself.

There are not two: and that one is Maurice Aumont. One thing I may thank him for, and that is for providing me with a visual impression of the avaricious brothers in Isabella. But he didnt recognize me, and no wonder, I am so much changed since the day of my emancipation.

And my nerves were soon after caressed by the meeting with no less than six other faces, which were all fair in their way, and kindling with smiles. One was Master Pierre Berthaud, who bore the aspect of snatching a fearful joy (as Gray put it) in being out of bounds. He just had time to caution me not to remember having seen him in town, and vanished on his mysterious errand. Another was Thouverez, Colins non-correspondent; whom I have not seen for months.

I have to signal the loss of two pupils. The Viscount de Maudhuy is going to England this week. I had a note this morning telling me of this new plan, & in which he hopes to meet me over there. In reply I opened the bars of Mahims gates to him! For he is a fellow of some fellowship for me. My land-lady cut out the enclosed (punctuation sign) and begged me to send it to de Maudhuy with felicitations. Good soul. So I send it to you in case she find it in my waste-paper basket. Och! I forgot you may not make head or tail of it. How droll! I lose also the Russian Pupil, gone to Pau, travelling in the same carriage as my landlady who went down that day to see her soldier-son, ill in hospital.

I heard that Tailhade, together with Anatole France, is shouldering a rifle! Now I may be led into enlisting when I get home: so familiarise yourself with the idea! It is a sad sign if I do: for it means that I shall consider the continuation of my life of no use to England. And if once my fears are roused for the perpetuity and supremacy of my mothertongue, in the world  I would not hesitate, as I hesitate now  to enlist.

To have the Photographs, so real and fresh, and naïf as they are, is a high pleasure for me. I think you look never so sweet. I like the attitude of Colin, and feel a special admiration for his Right Hand and there end my compliments. Mary is so stiff, though the self-effacement of the left-arm is characteristic enough (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

Wednesday, 2 December (1914)  Bordeaux 

My own dear Mother, 

You must now know all about the sinking of the English coal-boat Prima off Cape Cantifer, and how the crew were given ten minutes to get off into a whaleboat; from which they were picked up by another collier.

I believe this is the third boat sunk in the Channel by German submarines. And I dont know how many in the Atlantic. No wonder you disquiet yourself about Harold. I should look for nothing in the papers but Atlantic shipping news; if I wasnt watching the Channel, and practising swimming exercises. Madame Léger, who meant to start back just at present, is not venturing yet.

Now what am I to do?

I have upset my digestion by imagining to myself that after all... after all and after so long, so very long, I shant, shant be with you for Christmas!



On Saturday I consulted my Insurance-Agent-pupil who was quite settled that the Irish Sea is mined; but that the Channel ought to be safe. So I passed a happy Sunday, saying to myself: Three Weeks Today... etc. Then I got that fright; and everybodys saying Of course, you wont start now.

I may.

I havent bought my ticket; but I have given notice to leave my Room. It isnt, however, let, and I have asked for a few days grace.

I was considering going round to the Consul one afternoon (Monday) when I was handed a card from a Miss Patterson, sister of the Vice-

Consul, asking if I was still at this address as a lady wishes someone to coach her nephews nr. Bordeaux. I trotted round to the Vice-Consuls rooms yesterday. Found them having tea brother and sister together: as English as English could be. She a lengthy, young lady, neck as long as a lamp-post, blond-hair, blond as dead palm-leaves. (I am sorry to say it but Miss Patterson is ridiculously English). She gives lessons of some sort to these kids, of which there are four. They were born in China where their father remains. The aunt who takes charge of them said by the Pattersons to be a charming Irish woman, of old family is not satisfied with the education of the two elder boys who are at some Bx. School, and very much wants an Englishman to take them in hand.

That was all Patterson could tell me. So this afternoon I took the tram that carries one to Mérignac in some twenty minutes. I arrived at nightfall at the Chalet. I found Miss de la Touche (the Aunt) out. Two boys of ten or nine were there, English thoroughbreds. We debated a bit as to when I should come again: till finally I was led by the Bonne to Mademoiselle whoever she may be. Mademoiselle was lying in bed, being infirm and after a few apologetic words in French, addressed me in un-English English. I am no wiser about the nature of the lessons, or the number, or the terms; but, although, the people are not apparently rich, they will have to make it jolly advantageous for me, if I stay for em. And Miss Patterson says the boys are thick as all English boys:

(for she never knew a French lad who could be so dull as the average English dummy.)

I shall go again tomorrow morning and shall let you know result immediately.



The afternoon was not lost; for the weather was Aprilic, and I had not been into the country for months. The shock was so great that I lost my memory a little while (a rare thing to lose ones sense of memory.)

Indeed I am too continually revising the Past, and trying to peep over the Wall of days that separates us and which is daily higher and higher.

If you give me permission to start, I shall start home. But if Father thinks it imprudent, I stay. And if you will be more flurried during the two or three days I am on the sea, than you will be regretful during the two months more that I lie low here  I stay. For me, I shall suffer more from ennui in missing Christmas at Home than from nervousness on board ship.

I talked to the Vice-Consul about it. But he just hummed  and ha-d as only a genuine well-bred Englishman can.

It is, as you say, a good thing Herbert Oliver has his skin. It was, as I remember, a first-quality skin; and Herbert is about the best specimen of the English type I could find if asked to produce one.

Where is he? Convey my personal felicitations. Wrecked survivor, is he? And here am I imagining I have some adventures while these sparks pf midshipmen are hopping off sinking vessels in mid-ocean, or dodging German Cruisers! Nay, but the tables are turned for me and my English friends since last year. Now I have leisure, health, a snug retreat, many friends. And they have Military Drill, fatigue, stone floors, desperate Enemies. Now, let me talk seriously. The Daily Mail speaks very movingly about the duties shirked by English young men. I suffer a good deal of shame. But while those ten thousand lusty louts go on playing football I shall go on playing with my little axiom:  that my life is worth more than my death to Englishmen.

Do you know what would hold me together on a battlefield?: The sense that I was perpetuating the language in which Keats and the rest of them wrote! I do not know in what else England is greatly superior, or dearer to me, than another land and people.

Write immediately what I am to do.

I should take the boat for London on Sat. Dec. 19. My greetings are almost tearful: but take good heart. Are we not still much happier than the majority of families: and safer?

Your devoted Wilfred 



Friday 

I went over to Mérignac yesterday morning as I said, and found the Aunt  grey-haired lady, of quiet ways, and very nice ways with the four boys. The two elder boys, my affairs, arrived on bicycles from Bx. about 12.30 with a half-holiday. I am well-impressed. The eldest is thin; but it is his features rather than his health which are delicate.

He is pretty rather than handsome. The second is neither; but equally intelligent, and more sensible. The third is David, who gives the appearance of fatness without being so; and bears a really close resemblance to Harold at his age  10 or so. The youngest is temporarily crippled. One brother threw him down in play, fracturing the pelvis:  

2 and a half hours operation! Justifies the fragile appearance of the lads. In spite of their speaking French at will, they are all from top to toe, English schoolboys. The jargon they kept up was delicious for me to hear. The good Aunt questioned me about these weird words and their meaning, not having the faintest notion of what means clout, topping, etc. etc.

When I got back to Bx. I seemed to be returned from a brief visit to England. We had lunch in the (Here my landlady brought in your letter: glad to know Harolds safe, and that youre expecting me dont be too benevolent to perfect strangers  shall be destitute mysel on arriving in England.) so as I was saying  we had lunch in the garden: We boys at least  and it rained 3 times, soaking the table-cloth and our hair, and diluting the soup, and we all swore the wine tasted weaker  and Auntie let us stay out in the wet to our inexpressible delight. (I had a cold the day before  but havent felt it since!) At lunch I put the lads through testing questions on their studies. They dont seem much advanced: but seem capable: and then the English is sound, and not only sound but elegant: (lahst, get off the grahss, silly ahss! etc.) The Aunt wants me then to go to their school, and take the two aside for a special Grammar & Literature Lesson. In the Holidays she wants a Tutor to help her with them generally. The Chalet is not large  and she would take rooms in the village for the Tutor and his wards. I didnt jump at this, preferring my present mode of life: and then  I mean to start for London on Saturday, the nineteenth day of this present, towards nine in the Evening! Till  would I could state it  Till Then  

Au Revoir.

Your own Wilfred P.S. Can you give me an address of a Rubber Rain-Coat Business House.

A Frenchman wants to buy direct from England.

 What a mixture of things your Reply will be: But be clear on one point.


To Susan Owen

Wednesday, 8 December 1914  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

After a day of tormenting indecision I have at last made up my mind, and have arrived at a sense of sanctified peace: I have made up my mind  Hold Tight!  to put off my voyage for 4 weeks. In those four weeks I ought to make a haul of nearly £8. When I realised the Alternative of costing you £8. or of earning them myself: my better nature left no choice. But it was hard to refuse my poor old childish soul, the Christmas at Home, (though I know very well that the expression Merry Christmas will not be heard in the land, or ought not to be.)

Moreover I shall be in an English family, very differently situated from a year ago: so you can be quite happy about me.

Indeed, if you want to give me a Blessing and a Christmas Wish, you can only do so by clearly saying that you completely approve, of, and acquiesce in my resolution, and admire me for it. But if, instead of saying nice things to keep up my heart, you should hint any disappointment on your part, or lack of it on mine: I shall not be able to bear the thing: but shall throw up my promises, and take the next train for Calais. I mean it. You have only to telegraph... if your self-control or your confidence in me are not strong enough to support SO days delay  and I can yet book a bunk on the Fauvette.

I went yesterday to see a man, caretaker of the Sailors Reading Room (who is in touch with the crews of all English boats in here) in order to find out whether any Collier or Cargo-thing whatever would be able to take me cheap. He knew of none such: and said that Captains nowadays werent tickalarly gone on that game, bein responsible for whatever appened to the passenger. If the passenger signed on thats another story. There certainly was a scare on in Bordeaux, by reason of the submarines: but if that Marine Insurance Agent Pupil is no more sharp-witted in his Marine Affairs than in his English lessons I ought never to have hearkened to him. So I think there is not more risk than just enough to make the trip exciting.

Two days after this scare, cropped up this other obstacle: Poverty.

At present I am worth the dazzling sum of £90. a year while my expenditure merely amounts to,£89.19.1 lj. If my board & lodging were paid for this expenditure would be reduced. Such is my prospect for the next month. I have been twice to talk things over with Miss de la Touche and have come away without settling anything. Today she stated explicitly what she wanted: Me to live out there, and look after the boys in the afternoons; terms mutual; and I to keep up as many Bordeaux lessons as I wish, tramming or bicycling in every morning. We should work about two hours a day; and amuse ourselves the rest. I took good care that, in lesson-time the boys seemed likely to work, and that in play-time, I seemed likely to amuse myself. It is of course only the two elder that are to work, though in our excursions we shall be half a dozen with the French comrades. Since my writing last, we went a shooting expedition, all the more enhanced for that shooting is forbidden.

There were two cartridge-and one air-gun, and it might have made you creepy to see the loaded pieces in such reckless hands, but we came home (save the mark!), but left the game equally so. All the afternoon great guns were booming from the manoeuvring grounds, and a hovering aeroplane kept buzzing overhead. (And I thought of the thousand redeemers by whose blood my life is being redeemed. To read the Casualty List is like the twenty-first chapter of St. Luke; or the last passages of Severns Journal; neither readable without tears.)

I think the country-month ought to repair what Bordeaux has undone of Bagnères work on my constitution. Mérignac seems a well-wooded part; it is about half-an-hour on foot from the boulevards surrounding the city.

Miss de la Touche is of mysterious age: nearly white hair; but fresh Cousin Mayish complexion, and the evidence of very fine features. She is a cousin of the Rose de la Touche whom Ruskin didnt quite marry; and who died in youth; but seems to have lived in the age of the Prophet.

Will you please take down Mr. Collingwoods Ruskin and refer to de la Touche Rose if she is mentioned therein; as I think and trust she be.

If someone would copy what is said I shd be grateful. Miss de la Touche is in touch with the Belgian Royal Family, having in some manner fostered one of the Princesses, sister, I suppose, of the valiant King Albert, so much at the front today.

The father of the boys has a Customs Post in China, where the mother still stays. Three years ago, the boys began school at the Roman Catholic College, at Downside, Somerset. The fees are extremely high, and when, in France, the operation on Charly cost a formidable sum, and war reigned, the Aunt thought it best to keep them here. But papa doesnt like that; and now the Abbot of Downside writes saying that if it is only the fees that now keep them away from school, he will facilitate, etc. So, tho, last week, the Aunt thought of keeping them in Bx. next term, she now means to send them home next January. Till, then, she is frightened at the prospect of having to manage them during the holidays, and also wants someone to take them home about the middle of January. So the Consul spoke to the Vice Consul, who sent his sister to me, who have just arranged it. Now, have I done well?

Yea, when I do enter my little room it will be ten times more snug, and my bed under the paternal roof ten times more comfortable; and when I do hear your voice it will be ten times more sweet. Thus-only 5  or 6 more Sundays must you write! At last I tell you! Neither Love, Fear, nor Money shall prolong that:

Witness my hand Wilfred x (If the fatted calf be already killed this letter may serve as a refrigerator.)

(Postmark Bordeaux)


To Susan Owen

Postcard Sunday (Postmark 14 December 1914)

Your last letter came yesterday night. I was glad to find that you attached small importance to sentiment about Christmas. About this date next month I ought to be starting. As you love me, send no material Christmas presents; and expect none. We shall keep the feast on the 25th of January, about!

I dont know anything about the return of Mme. L. and dont care.

Yes, I am waiting to talk over my Future, first with You; and then either with a Professor or a Recruiting Sergeant! I move to Mérignac on the 19th I think. How about Marys Exam? Fondest Love to Everybody W.E.O

Dont write more to Raoul. He is out of my books!


To Susan Owen

21 December 1914  Chez Mlle de la Touche, Le Chalet, Mérignac, Gironde 

Dearest of Mothers, 

So here I am; I racketed about all Saturday making luggage out of lumber; and at four oclock, rolled away in a four-wheeler, with one box, leaving the rest with the old dame. The Châlet is not very spacious:

Just a well-built bungalow, with one upstairs-room, which is mine.

There are four servants, one a man, who all dwell in an out-building.

So all the good traditions of an English country-house are fully observed.

I am more comfortable than at Dunsden, for example. I get up at 7.30, have a double-egg breakfast, with the boys and their Aunt, who have been already to Mass. Then I catch the tram and reach Bx. to start lessons about 9. Sometimes I shall not get through all my lessons in the morning, & must have lunch in town. Although two or three pupils are taking holidays, I have just been written to by two new people. The first is a doctor, mental specialist, with a Sanatorium for treating morphio-maniacs. This gentleman is, all round, an interesting pupil, and what the French call a Brain. Moreover his wife wants lessons too.

But I just cant give them as many as they want!

The other applicant is a railway official; but as he only felt inclined to take one a week, I had to tell him to wait.

Until five oclock in the afternoon we go out, or the boys amuse themselves as best they can. From five to seven the two eldest work with me. Today we spent the whole time on the Roman Occupation of Britain; and it was I who benefited by the lesson; for to have an attentive audience for two hours, comprehending what I said about early history was an unmixed pleasure. At other times, these fellows make a frantic noise, with lungs, feet, and every object at hand. At table they behave well, but not well enough for Auntie,  who having lived in a Palace and shaped a Princess is naturally a stickler for correctness. She is ever so kind to me, and clearly is as fond of her nephews as Aunt could be.

I am sorry you could find nothing about Rose de la T. in Mr. Collingwoods Ruskin. I must make a pilgrimage to the Lakes and ask Mr.

Collingwood. I must certainly make a sojourn at Alpenrose, and at Meols, and anywhere else not excepting even Scarborough.

We had three reports of that business:l the first said no real damage; the second said a few persons killed a third said more than 80 killed, 115 wounded. When I read that a shell fell into a group of sixteen schoolboys and killed fifteen, I raved. Talk about rumours of wars and earthquakes in divers places: all thats historic now. The beginning of the End must be ended, and the beginning of the middle of the end is now.

I must be beginning to end my Christmas letter. You understand that I have every minute jammed-full of some occupation; and it is eleven oclock when I write. The word Christmas hath lost his savour. In vain I stare at a sprig of holly and languish at a mistletoe-berry. They mean nothing. I repeat like a poor idiot Merry Christmas to you, While Shepherds watched their flocks by night  Father Christmas  Dickens  Charles Dickens-  Scrooge  Bob Cratchit  Plum Pudding  Tiny Tim  Mince Pie  Christmas Tree  Once in Bethlehem of Judah  Haunted Grange  Yule Log  no use. I cant get the atmosphere. Best to leave it, then; this year the 25th of December is the day that comes after the 24th and before the 26th: merely so. Nevertheless, all the mottoes of a million Christmas Cards could not express my Affection for You who most care for me; or tell my Wishes for You.

Know, also, that I shall be in something very like an English Home for Christmas; for I am not going with Lem, etc. where I shall be far from unhappy; but the greatest happiness of the Day and of the Season will be the Reading of your letters, and hoping for the Meeting in January.

Mothers and Fathers Marys Harolds Colins Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

First sheet missing 

27 December 1914  Mérignac 

The man-servant brings me hot water for my bath every morning.

I breakfast on two eggs (instead of (one) as formerly); at 12.30 I come in hungry to find a smashin dinner (two words illegible); at five I have tea and toast and at seven another dinner. The maids wait at meals; and the cook knows her trade. Magnificent coal-fires warm the cockles of my heart. Moreover a gold box of finest Turkish cigarettes are at my disposal; and also four hoards of chocolates: for the boys had No Christmas present; that is to say nothing but sweets, of which there were no lack.

I of course had a Box for me from my kindest of hostesses (one word illegible) is not the word. We all went to Midnight Mass on the 24th  25th: cripples included. For you know there is a lady-friend of Miss de la T. who lies on her back all her days. We made two journeys to church with the bath chair, and installed both the boys and ourselves in the very sanctuary. An interesting position for me, all mixed up with candles, incense, acolytes, chasuble and such like. If I didnt bow, I certainly scraped, for there was an unholy draught. How scandalized would certain of my acquaintance and kin have been to see me. But it would take a power of candlegrease and embroidery to romanize me.

The question is to un-Greekize me.

It was three oclock when we went to bed. I think the efforts of the dear, darling little acolytes to keep awake was what took most of my attention there. Johnny and Dédé both dropped asleep. On Christmas then I got up somewhere about lunchtime. We spent the afternoon mostly on trams on the way to a Hospital where I accompanied three of the boys to see the Soldiers Christmas Tree. Anyhow we spent 3  f. SO c. on trams to get there. Then after enduring the fetid-stinking (one word illegible) place for 1 and a half hours, we went to the boys old school, for them to get their things, and I met their Superior. After dinner we had a few games and a lottery-thing in which everybody won (two words illegible)! The chief incident of the day from the boys point of view was the smoking of a long-promised Cigarette each; and from my point of view was the turning of my thoughts to youwards. I have not yet been able to (one word illegible) your Christmas Letters, but shall certainly tomorrow.

Your one mentioning my present, and containing Harolds things I read on bicycle, riding over to lunch.

You must be relieved about Harold.

Commend me to Cousin May.

I used to have the Daily Mail (Continental) given me; so I (one word illegible) English opinion.

Yes, please, keep the papers: such for example as, Annexation of (one word illegible) the Scarboro affair, and, when you get it, the Fall of Berlin. Raoul merely gave me much annoyance in the Lessons I gave in the meanwhile. Not having any notions of (one word illegible)

English properness he gave me offence with his protracted drivelling, sniggering pleasantries. I found I should be of service here on (one word illegible) so telegraphed an excuse to (one word illegible). I guess my Present is a down (one word illegible)  how topping! The desire of my ten toes, for as many winters past: and having had one in my last Rooms, it will be the one thing needed.

One thinks of the trenches with guilty feelings, in the midst of my surroundings; but my conscience is easily cleared by the recollection of certain happenings in my past.

I had a letter from Dunsden, expressing such a (two words illegible) of the Pope of Dunsdens (one word illegible) that I have just lain low and said nuffin.

Well done, Mary. I shall have some creepy things to tell her to steady her nerve, like, such creepy things that creep around and live on living mens flesh!

Now my mental Doctor has sent me to yet another, whom I am obliged to refuse lessons to at present not having time. Isnt it annoying!

No wonder I show signs of hurry tonight and yet all afternoon I have been sauntering, and spying sparrows in the greenwood!

My Wishes to dear Kin, and to you Myself!


To Susan Owen

4  December 1914 (Letter 303 in CL)  Le Châlet, Mérignac, Gironde 

Dearest Mother, 

My occupations are at an end for today. It is striking ten by the village clock. I managed to get a letter off to Leslie yesterday. I forget when last I wrote. Always, when new places occupy my attention I muddle my sense of time. And here is a totally different environment to get used to from that of Bx. city. We went on Saturday to the finest Chateau I ever beheld. There were the traditional extinguisher-topped towers; and all the rest: a vast affair. The people are comparatively simple. The heir is a seraphic-faced, gentle little boy of eight, so I dont grudge him the possessions. There is an English governess of the conventional type, to look after this boy and his sister. The Lady of the place was one of the full-length portraits in the Paris Salon. But as she was one of the miserables who this morning waited twenty minutes in pouring rain for the tram, that dignity seemed to unstiffen somewhat.

I am invited to go and play tennis at the Chateau on the first fine day!!

However as it will probably continue to rain until June, that proposal is not really so odd as it seems.

We also have the run of the grounds of two other rather nice estates close to; and alternately invite and are invited by the boys to tea.

All the photographs are admirable, as much in execution as in pose.

Father is the only one in whom I spy no change whatsoever. I am sure there is an alteration in your mouth, tho it is not the work of Times fangs, but of Rice-Oxleys complete set. Mary is more truly youthful than she was. There is still something Ancient-British about the statuesque arms-folded one. These also are capable of caricature; (but Im not). Father, rising discreetly into view from amid the mystical flowers, his nether parts yet confused with the background of luxuriant verdure, is most captivating. I suppose I may keep the prints with me. I am ever so pleased to have them. The Masked Lady is a joy to see; you look so well and happy. I hope Father is having a real holiday in Devon.

How decent of Fred. Oliver to blow my trumpet in Cambridge and Bournemouth. Keep him at it. One piece of news was really startling for its novelty: namely that a degree is necessary for teaching in England.

After ten years of hammering, that nail is beginning to give me a headache.

No doubt you know about the sinking of the Formidable. It caused a sinking of spirits and hopes here: and Mlle, de la Touche, who for days has been hinting at keeping the boys, definitely said tonight that they should not go if only I would stay. The Principal of Downside, (a Public school), her solicitor, the boys father, their other Aunt, insist that all is safe for going over; nevertheless, and especially as the boys beg for it, Miss de la Touche would prefer to keep them here with me.

I feel flattered to compete with Downside, but would rather throw it up than risk not seeing you for another batch of months. I promised her to tell you how she wishes me to stay; and you will say what you like. I cant enumerate all the pros and cons tonight. I have to get through four lessons tomorrow morning; which will make a scoop of 12 francs, not so bad seeing there are no expenses. This, however, is not a typical day, and I must beware being lured by this state of things. For tho I am not needy, I am poor. Better to be poor than needy, but woe unto him that is both...

So in the meantime I am documenting myself with shipping news: and, in fault of another bust-up in the Channel, hold to my intention of starting, with courage and with love.  

Yours Wilfred Dont mention Bordeaux on address!


To Susan Owen

Friday, 8 January 1916  (Mérignac)

Dearest Mother, 

I am replying to yours of 3rd. and 4th. and am sitting up to do so. I may make you sit up likewise. Two days ago Miss de la Touche asked me to stay for 3 months more. I promised to, if you were agreeable, since work with these boys (in Latin especially) would do no harm to myself.

Moreover, keeping, on my Bordeaux lessons, my total earnings would be equivalent to £2.00. a year. Next day comes a telegram from China, saying send boys Downside, and this was a bolt from the Celestial Land which knocked us all on the head. The Aunt is more afraid of going against her brothers will than she is afraid of mines and bombs. Still people here all counsel her to continue the present arrangement, and exaggerate the dangers of crossing. On the other hand the Head of Downside writes persuasively and even has the undisguised cunning to write to each of the boys personally. The boys of course have no sort of wish to go back, but are beginning to lose their appetites at the thought of it.

When I first made the necessary output of strength to carry back the date of my homecoming over three more rocky months, I was not a little jolted by the new turn of affairs.

We are not really settled yet.

I am able to preserve a strictly neutral attitude, so that should simplify the decision-problem.

It would be profitable for me to stay, and not unpleasant; whereas to start, tho what you might call mightygreeble would be little profitable.

The very latest report that I am able to give you is that Miss de la T. has written to Downside tonight saying she means to send the boys by train, judging that hours on the water entails less danger than 3 days.

(You know a boat that left Bordeaux early in the year went down in the Bay, the sea was so frightful.)

This is much more expensive, but the excess of the train  over the boat-fare in my case is undertaken by the de la Ts. Considering how much safer it would be, I feel equal to the ennui of a land journey. We may pass a day in Paris, so that will brighten the whole business. I think you will be easier knowing I am not exposed to chances of mine or torpedo. In case I am wanted to stay, I know I have your willing consent.

After all, these bogus starts bring us nearer, than a long imperturbably, settled period of sojourn.

Now follows something important.

I have long been talking to and talked at by a very businessy business man, who deplores that I do not consecrate myself to Business, even as Miss Rayner did of Science, and Mr. Wigan of Religion.

Not to ramble about this good Merchant, and his impossible tenets, I want to propose that Uncle Ted, that is Ed. Quayle, Esq. be approached about the possibility of doing great things with the French Government.

Recently, the Minister for War has asked for Tin Articles, since an enormous number of pots and pans are needed for the new recruits. I understand that it is the manufactured article that is required; but if the prospect of relations with the French Army interests in any way Uncle Ted I can tackle the Minister for War. What my friend advised me to do is to get price-lists and samples from England immediately. Unfortunately the Ministère de la Guerre left Bordeaux yesterday (the last to depart), but I still have access to the responsible officials. Mark, it is not an enterprise of my cute friend (Peyronnet), for I myself, supposing I am here, would represent the Canning Tin Plate Co., if permitted. Poor Peyronnet is a Manufacturer of Perfumes, and is mad that Eau de Cologne is not strictly necessary in the trenches. His friends, the Bootmaker, the Bicycle-Maker, etc. having Gov. Contracts, are making piles. Why not his friend the nephew of the English Metal Merchant.

Let Father act immediately: repeating my words to Uncle. (On no account show these scrawled pages.)

Multitudinous thanks for your voluminous last letter. I keep well, very. Am seeing Dentist  paying with English Conversation! Clever Dentist, I believe.

Fondest Wishes to all, Yours ever, W.E.O.


1915
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To Susan Owen

Postcard (?Early January 1915)  (Postmark Bordeaux)

All serene: bitter cold weather: pleasant: good fire: went in Prefects motor to Antique Shop yesterday: another trip tomorrow to see Russian encampment hereabout: no Sunday letter:  dinner with Raoul Mrs.

Owen not write more since one month: month hence quit France: Alas!

Hip-Hip-H O O R A Y! Much health  many friends  no worry  much hope  no money  Hows Yourself? God save the King  an You-an-

Me.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Wednesday, 15 (J4) January (1915)  (Postmark Bordeaux)

Have just had your letter: & am sending this to acknowledge it. Will write to Alpenrose for Sunday. Father may well inquire about the weather here. It is phenomenal; it has snowed on three occasions  (the first snow for some years.) One of my pupils says he does not remember such a cold for thirty years. At this moment it is snowing hard, & the snow has every sign of sticking for days. I am perfectly warm, thanks, both night and days; thanks to Extra Vest & Two Mufflers by day, Dressing & Academic Gowns by night, and extra Internal Fuel, in the shape of Swiss Milk! There are excellent stoves in the Union  I have already said it is situated almost immediately opposite the door of the B. School: i e. Rue du Temple. Best love, W


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 14 (15) January (1915)  (Mérignac)

Dearest Mother, 

In consequence of the appearance of Zeppelins in the Channel, our departure is put off for a fortnight at least. That we shall stay on for three more months is by no means fixed. If I wanted I could so work it, and I think I could also bring about an early departure, if I so desired.

It was my pupil the Marine Insurance Agent who told me on Tuesday that twelve Zeppelins were careering over the Channel, while sixteen Aviatiks were about to spring across the Straits. And the announcement of this at once decided Miss de la Touche. I went to the Consul about it, at Miss Ts request, and had the advice I expected: Really cant say; but Go if you have any reason to go.

I was gladder to know that you, considering the matter from a purely business-like standpoint, are inclined to my coming, than I should have been if you had wholly advised long-tarrying. The only thing that might make my three months tutoring expedient is that I should be obliged to work at Exam. Subjects, especially Latin, which work would be quite useful., I wonder when and what I shall hear about my great Business Project with Fr. Gov. The good man who pointed out the affair to me is Peyronnet, the Manufacturer of Perfumes. Without offering anything definite, he interests himself in my future, mightily, and, (as I think I said) tries to convert me to Business. In particular he lauds the position of commercial traveller and apparently nothing would please him better than to see me fairly launched in that line. Now, I have a most praiseworthy desire to get at the root of all evil; but it seems to me that the digging would be too long and laborious. I have every confidence that if I wholly gave myself up to fortune building, and were content to work, and working, wait, I should arrive within ten or twenty years.

I consider, however, that that would be a literal losing of my soul; for that those things which my heart would put forth would then come out no more; and those things which my mind would take in, would then enter no more.

All I ask is to be held above the barren waters of want, and moving over the darkness of those waters to brood and to create. Woe is me, should I take to battling with the stream, and wet my wings of imagination!

I could never conscientiously work hard and wholeheartedly at a business. Truly, if I found myself in a fair way to becoming a London surgeon I should not, as Keats did, throw it up, and trust to the voices and visions....

And if I could devote myself to training in Music or Painting, I would take the plunge, were I never to read a book more. I halt between Professions, not between Business or Profession.

Last night I read a sentence that came as gall to me:

It is very fortunate that Morris1 did not lack money, or he would never have been able to afford these changes of opinion as to his career; and English Literature, and the beauty of English homes would have lost one of their most important factors.

When I was with the Consul he suddenly interested himself in me; and, tho I dreamed not of such a thing, said he wondered I didnt go in for this sort of thing meaning a Consulship. And he straightway gave me books to read up particulars. He says it would mean a coach, and a sojourn in Spain (for another language), but that the appointments really depended on a Tea-Party Examination with the Foreign Secretary or one such. Mr. Rowley himself has £600. a year. This must be considered, as the age limits are something like 23-28. What must no longer be considered is the Assistant Elementary Certificated or Un-

Certificated Schoolmaster. One of the wisest steps in my life was the one I didnt take (I am with Irish people) in 1911, namely hanging back from what the P.T.s called College. What you want said John Bulman to me, Is a course in the University of Life. I have taken that Course, and my diplomas are sealed with many secret seals....

Be more definite in your counsels to me to Come and I will come; or vice versa  

Your very own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday, 6 February (1915)  Mérignac Dearest of Mothers, Your three last letters were full of charm for me, and the very last did even charm me to a tear. Which is more noble than being cheated to a sigh as many things do at present, notably the debosched Bosches, (By the way are They called that in England?) and my Boys. Today I first used the stick or them! Generally there is no trouble with them, but this afternoon Johnny (the-eldest-and-ought-to-know-better) got up a tree and wouldnt come down. So instead of taking a hatchet and felling the tree, I promised a caning and gave it last thing at night. A little later we go into the Orangery of the Chateau (not shown in the Picture Postcard) and I give the order Now, dont touch the fruits. Straightway Master Dédé begins to caress the most fattest of the oranges. So I caressed his fattest parts with a great fiat ruler. Only I was in an agony of laughter all the time, and all but shattered the foundations of our Government with my roars. If the poor boy had guessed what my sort of addled smile meant... but he mistook it for a sardonic frown.

The Schoolboys are to spend the Easter Holidays in England with some friends; so I quite hope to make a start at the beginning of April.

Have you seen the latest declaration from the Germans, that the English waters are considered after the 18th of Feb. as being the seat of war, and no more consideration will be given to passengers and crews!

God speed Harold!

I am sorry I have no photograph to bring true your recent dreams! I did take to myself a cloak at the beginning of the winter; and cold is the last thing I suffer from. And then there is the excellent breakfast before I start out every morning: and a great lunch, followed by coffee, at twelve-thirty, and a toast-and-tea at five, and a savoury dinner at seventhirty! (Our Cook was late in the service of the Minister for War; and you may know the reputation of the French Magnates) I could not bear to draw comparisons with the life of the trenches and mine; unless I felt in a manner to have suffered my share of life. And I feel I have.

I have not abandoned all idea of enlisting, but it need be discussed before I get home. My present life does not, as Father points out, lead to anywhere in particular; but, situated where I was, say in 1911, I dont think I could have done wiselier than I did. I have not struck out in any direction yet. I have made soundings in deep waters, and I have looked out from many observation-towers: and I found the deep waters terrible and nearly lost my breath there.

Of the many prospects of the world that I have spied upon, there is only one field in which I could work willingly, and would work without wage. Only, I must wait for the water of many seasons before I hope to produce one acceptable flower.

If I study, I shall do so not to make a comfortable future for myself. I should go about things another way for that. But suppose I missed the purpose of my life?

I talk randomly; but I think discreetly. My faith is like a weathercock; but my hope is like a Tower, a strong and haughty Spire. And my love is as wide as the wide world. I seem without a footing on life; but I have one. It is as bold as any, and I have kept it for years. For years now. I was a boy when I first realised that the fullest life, liveable was a Poets. And my later experiences ratify it.


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 18 February 1913  (Mérignac)

My own dearest Mother, 

I sent off a P.C. this morning as soon as I heard of your Grippe, but I couldnt say all I should like to. I wish, now, that I had got over to England at Christmas, since the plots thicken all the time, and if Easter passes and I am still stranded, I shall be downright unhappy. At present Homesickness is not a declared malady with me; and only makes me troubled when I read your letters or definitely let my thoughts run on home. Your last news has not caused me to worry but only to spend all my spare thoughts upon you. I hope Mary has stopped her Hospital Business, and devotes her professional experience to your profit. You must indeed be wondering about Harold. (His P.C. was not in my letter). For my part, I have not  like him  touched smoking. I leave it involuntarily for days together. With me, I never produce a cigarette at fixed hours of the day. With me, smoking is not a habit. It is rather a mild mania. And be sure I prize my heart-beats more than tobaccopuffs.

There is much talk of English soldiers arriving in this region, but until they come I shall not expect them (so to say) I saw among the wounded in the Ambulances which pass along the streets every day, a wounded Hindoo.

What does R.A.M.C. mean?

What name is that along with Eric Smallpage?

Is Harry Green in the Navy?

Have you any news of Miles Robsons brother?

What are you reading at present? I am conscious of having lost my omnivorous appetite for books. Novels, Magazines, Newspapers, Essays, bore me exceedingly. I read men now; instead of about them.

Apart from pure strong Poetry; which,; tho much remains, is hard to find, I cannot savour any (one sheet missing) It is well. All that novelists have to tell has been told me, and by the best of them. I have even found out more. And that more which I had not been told I feel I ought to tell.

As for Poetry, I have let the cares of this life, Indolence, Time, and No-Time do their worst. All winter, all last year and longer I have read no poetry, nor thought poetically (at least not by act of will).

Neither have I reasoned seriously, or felt deeply on matters of faith.

Thus have I sown my wild oats, that my harvest of poppies may be the more abundant, poppies wherewith many dreams may be fed, and many sores be medicined....

I pine spiritually for need of talk with you, my dear Mother, I like no audience but either the whole world or You. There is no other, with enough sympathy or understanding. I have small affection for the people around me. I have had many affections, and shall have great ones, according to my Mood; but the only affection without Mood and without Tense is that for My People.

It must be getting near the date of my pneumonia-time. I have only to think of you as you were then to me, and I immediately get into a kind of sweet anguish, an ecstasy, (very difficult to describe, but something like the effect of a great music). I hope you will think of those times, and let that memory bring its sheaves with it. The older I grow the better I understand your devotion to me, to Mary, to Harold, to Colin, to us all.

The next and nearest thing you can do for us now is to hoard, economise, bolster up, eke out, husband, spare, reserve, your own strength. Promise it to your wholeheartedly-loving son, Wilfred I was indeed glad to have the Hymn Words which you so lovingly copied out for me.

I shouldnt have known H. Green. Thought it one of the Cates brood.

When are Fathers Photos coming?


To Susan Owen

5  March 1913  Mérignac 

Dearest of Mothers, 

My late letters have been writ for the object thereof; for subjects I lacked. But today I have subject enough (nine lines missing)

Supposing I underwent the rigours, boredom, disgust, danger of Barracks or Camp, or saw Action on the Field, I might have better 

claim to a Subsidy from my Rich Uncle, which Common Sense, Common Decency, Common Charity are not quite common enough to realize. I say, it is a matter of Common Sense. Consider; I ask not for a Defence from Life-Troubles or an Excuse for not labouring, but I ask for a Weapon. I will fight through Life; (have I not fought?) but no headway is to be made without an Arm, whether the Sword that is called Science, or the Munition, Capital. To struggle vulgarly with fist and brick-end, I do refuse. I had rather fall back among the Camp Followers of Life and mend potsherds. My present life, as Father points out, is not leading to anywhere in particular; but situated where I was in 1911, I dont think I could have done wiselier than take the steps I did. True, I have not yet struck out in any direction. Since taking Soundings in Deep Waters, finding them fathomless and terrible, and all but losing my breath there, I have looked out from many observation-towers; and I have lifted the curtains from many a human secrecy.

Of the various prospects of the world which I have viewed, I found only one Field in which I could work willingly, and toil without wage. Alas, but we must wait for the waterings of many seasons before hoping to produce therefrom a single acceptable flower!

If I study, it will not be, as writes Father, to make a comfortable future. A comfortable future for myself is to be provided for by other means than study. To some, I seem a fellow without a footing in life.

But I have my foothold, bold as any, kept for years. A boy, I guessed that the fullest, largest liveable life was that of a Poet. I know it now; but have still to know whether it is the highest and richest: though I begin to think so. Was I born for it? Well, so far, I find myself in possession of a goodly number of birth-certificates to that effect; while I can find only two or three flimsy arguments for the B.A. Craze, and half a dozen sadly unworthy ones for the Reverend pretension. (In measure as I am in darkness, I keep open my ears for the Voice, should it speak. Think not I have stopped my ears to a Call, dear Mother!)

But know that my prime object is not to boss a staff of schoolmasters, any more than it is to boom a monster business. There is one title I prize, one clear call audible, one Sphere where I may influence for Truth, one workshop whence I may send forth Beauty, one mode of living entirely congenial to me. In proof, I swear I cannot appreciate any other dignity: Headmaster of Eton; Archbishop of Canterbury; King of the English Race. My ambitions are lesser than Macbeths and greater, not so happy, but much happier.

I said in proof. I should have said for evidence. The real verification is what can I write within say, a years time? And the Crux is this  that to be able to write as I know how to, study is necessary: a period of study, then of intercourse with kindred spirits, then of isolation. My heart is ready, but my brain unprepared, and my hand untrained. And all,  untested. I quite envisage possibility of non-success.

My hopes rose on a tide of enthusiasm common enough in youths whose Spring is open to the Sun of Sense and Moon of Melancholy.

That tide may now be about to ebb. Should it be the Tide that leads to Fortune, miserable me if I take it not at the flood! Shall Poverty leave me unlaunched? Shall my Timidity bar me? Shall my Indolence moor me to the mud?

Pray, dear Mother, that I may be loosed in time. The last two shackles are my own task; and now perhaps I shall forge levers for the First.

One more word: A Captive begs to be set free. Is his Begging contemptible? Is his supplication comparable to the whine of him who begs to eat? Better to beg boldly once, than to beg meanly all the rest of ones days.

So saying, I kiss you my own Mother, and confess I long to see you just as much as I long to see myself as you would have me.

Wilfred P.S. I like to think youll keep this letter; as indeed all, not, of course, megalomaniacs reason; but just because I keep no Diary; and the landmarks of ones Thoughts fade away still quicker than Events. You will impart my messages to Father. I never begin Dear Mother and Father because I have the feeling of addressing an audience.

P.P.S. I keep unquiet about Harold.


To Susan Owen

Le 4 avril. Dimanche de Pâques. (191.5)  Mérignac 

My own dear Mother, 

It is Easter Sunday morning, and we have just come back from High Mass: real, genuine Mass, with candle, with book, and with bell, and all like abominations of desolation: none of your anglican simulacrums.

On Good Friday I went also. Always I come out from these performances an hour and a half older: otherwise unchanged. I was going to the English Church in Bordeaux, but was snared into staying with the others. They were given Easter Eggs this morning: and I found on my Breakfast plate a Box of Egyptian Cigarettes, (which I dote on), and a leather cigarette-case, (which I dont like.)

My chief Easter Joy was your postcard: the handwriting alone, comforting and reassuring  and what a pack of matter in the mention of Harold  Dardanelles, less Danger  Submarines, Larks  swallows, your Charities  Meols. My next-best treat was a charming letter from the Poet Tailhade, who is now in Paris, lecturing this week at the Odéon, on Britannicus, and next week on the Art of Belgium, and his personal souvenirs of that country. He, of course, advises me to travel via Paris, and talks of arranging to see me there.

On Monday afternoon (tomorrow) Im going to a lecture by the famous novelist and poet Richepin going with the young (?) lady who undertakes the French side of the de la Touches education. About three weeks ago I met, through Miss de la T., a rather remarkable Parisian lady between the two ages  whom I should like to know more. She has a Salon in Paris where many literary notables congregate.

Her husband is a Ministre Plenipotentiare of some sort; but doesnt function at present. In earlier days this lady stayed in London at the French Embassy, her step-father (I think) being Ambassador before Queen Victoria, and a man whose influence is largely responsible for the Entente Cordiale. He and King Edward seem to have fixed it up betweenem. But of all the mighty ones this lady remembers in England the chief was Burne-Jones, whom she saw at work in his studio. Miss de la Touche, I suddenly found, has great talent in Life-Drawings and Oil Portraits; studied in Paris, under some great Unknown-to-me, naturally of pious memory with her. When the money gave out she had to give it up. She is, as a matter of fact, and contrary to my first ideas, badly off; and though spending irishly, spends every penny. That crippled young lady, not often referred to in my letters, being no concern of mine (three lines missing)

I wonder what sort of domestic you keep at present: I do hope a competent person! I will do without being considered a Doctor if the creature herself needeth no physician. I feel glad you didnt pay 2

Guineas for a hum-hum-ha! (three lines missing)

I dont remember speaking of anything I had in mind for Harold.

Well you know, and he knows, what I have at heart. That he paint, paint, paint, until his signature be known to the Rank of England, and the Bank of England. You seemed afraid (one word missing) Harold (one word missing) didnt go to church alone for Father Duncans sake; but rather lured by the vain deceits which do lead astray etc.

But cant you make as if not to see! (two lines missing) cant you deny yourselves the fun of badgering him! Badger me and Ill snap my own head off!! Do learn the importance of not being earnest.

Now, we cant have Dame Cannell at home when I land. I am indeed sorry to miss Harold again. I dont think I ever congratulated him on selling those sketches. I hope he has left plenty at home for me to see.

What Report has Colin this term? My word, Ill coach him in French.

Is his body strong? How does he talk English? Does he seem to think, from what he says nowadays? What new aptitudes is he showing?

Will he be 13 or 14 next birthday? Is he darker of hair now? Are his rabbit-teeth humanising? Is he polished yet? And is he still tender and affectionate? Can he want to see me as much as I him? Does he give you any sort of annoyance, or provocation, or uneasiness for any cause whatever? What modifications are to be noted in Harold and Mary also? (one line missing) Is Father as well as usual? Is the Gardening beginning again? What Questions! One I need not ask of you, nor you of me, for I am the Unchanging, Your very Childe Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday, 10 April (1915)  Mérignac 

Dearest Mother, 

Supported by a French Admiral, her brother, her sister, her solicitor, all her Friends, and the whole population of Mérignac, Miss de la Touche is now quite firm: she will not send the boys. She leaves me free to do what I like, always letting me understand that she would be thankful if I would stay. She cant have them unmanaged and uneducated and knows of no one to take my place (o7ie line illegible) So I am the Rope in a tug-of-war between Home and Business on one side and Courtesy on the other. I think I have found a compromise: to come over for, say, three weeks, and return here for the summer term and the summer holidays (ten lines missing)

The people in the Place neighbouring ours have a ship of theirs going to London shortly. We know these people rather well, and I have asked Miss de la Touche to try and get me a passage, if the date is convenient.

Miss de la T. is frightened at the idea of having the 4 Ruffians alone even for 3 weeks and is going to try and find someone to replace me. If there could be found an Englishman who would take on the job permanently I would be glad to leave for good. It is scarcely worth my paying the fare, and I have not yet extorted a promise that Miss de la Touche will. I had cherished the hope of staying at Home until the moment of my great expedition, and devoting myself to certain writings, which I would fain accomplish. For this a month or so of seclusion is indispensable. Gardening, sketching, photography, writing for magazines may very well thrive on spare effort in odd times; but a Poem does not grow by jerks. If it is to be worth a place in Human Time, it must be worth more than fag-ends of the Poets time. A patch-work counterpane or a ship full-rigged  in a bottle, may be perfectly fabricated off-an-on, between-whiles, casual, like. But Poetry, coming naturally as leaves to a tree, grows as incessantly and as delicately. And as trees in Spring produce a new ring of tissue, so does every poet put forth a fresh, and lasting outlay of stuff at the same season.

Well, well, I have not now the time to continue on paper this trend of thinking.

Let me know what your comments (two words illegible) you first read of my Proposition of coming back here after three weeks. I like it little, after all. I had rather coach Colin! I have no doubt his English no less than French needs it! I gather that Miss de la T. considers the boys have made immense strides in these few months. If so it is their own intelligence, not mine, that provided the seven-leagueboots. I can do nothing at all with even middling pupils. The teaching body should regard me as an offending mote, happily withdrawn from its long suffering corpus.

I promise not to show shock at any of Colins crudities of speech.

(Slang, by the way, I like to hear) (And these boys swear like troopers).

I will stand even dialect. Better a twang in the tongue than a twist in the eyes. By the way, does Colins sight improve. And by the by-way, let him leave off his odious goggles when he comes to meet me or I shant know him.

(several lines missing) I also am sore bruised, but I am challenging many another Blow yet. Ambition may be defined as the willingness to receive any number of hits on the nose. There is no fiercer hell than the failure in a great ambition. (The words are sacred to me; hence you know who said them.) Ah, others also were knocked as hard as Aunt Sally... Yes, it needs a hard kick to get sent up to the stars.

Perseus was a sailor lad; and never, I take it, bore epaulets on his brown shoulders or gold-braid on his bare chest; but his name is written in stars, because he trusted in the armour of the Immortals (several lines missing) I go (several words missing) in the early morning to buy provisions.

So Goodnight, my own dear Mother! 

From your very own Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Monday (Postmark 20 April 1915)  (Postmark Mérignac)

It has just been arranged that Mr. Bonsall, public school man, shall look after boys in my absence  (3 times a week  not living up here.)

I had a word with him about taking the job permanently, and asked a little while to think it over; but he rather seemed to like the idea. If I start, I dont at all fancy the trebled risk of Rochelle-Lpool, nor yet the journey Bx.-Rochelle. Know no more of our neighbours Boat, as Miss de la T. hasnt asked. So well leave that idea. This only I have made sure: To leave in a week or so, and for a week or so, but perhaps for always. Thats something! Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Wednesday (Postmark 20 May 1913) Cranstons Waverley Hotel, London 

Did the first stroke this mng. by getting the Attaché to look up information, which will be ready tomorrow. Exhibition is open Thurs. and Frid. Hence I just got my Ticket (a matter of much bus-riding and liftclimbing) then went to the great meeting in Guildhall, of which you already read in papers. To hear Mr. Asquith on a day like this was a unique thing! Bonar-Law spoke too, and the Earl of Crewe. The Archbishop hearkened, but spake not. I think I saw Rudyard Kipling!

The public was not admitted but I got my ticket without trouble. I feel intensely happy in dear London!

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Picture postcard: colour reproduction of an oil painting When I Meditate on Thee in the Night Watches, showing King Saul sunk in thought, at the side of his throne the sleeping boy David with a lyre (Late May 1913)  (London)

Was prevented by a new turn of affairs from leaving Town today as expected, (happy turn of affairs.) Passed a joyful time at R.A. This picture is not one of the Exposed  I send it because it represents or suggests all of the dozen things I hold dear in the Universe, (but one  

Home). What these are, I will enumerate when I get Home: let us say Monday. Many thanks for your letter. It came with a nice note from Peyronnet. I found a gold purse in Brompton Rd. on my first hour in London.

An Omen? Amen! So be it.  W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Tuesday (16 June 1915)  18 rue Beaubadat (Bordeaux)

My very own Mother, 

Im fairly settled down to Exile, work, heat, and the rest of it; and my bagages both of fine apparel and of learning are well unpacked. Having given my lessons up at the Châlet, and looked up old pupils in town, I have already sealed up remembrance of this last happy month. But the first few hours in France were troubled with real nostalgia; and I had a lively longing for the idle, protected, loving, wholesome, hidden, intimate, sequestered Home Life of mine; I felt responsible for coming out here again, into a far different atmosphere and my first breath of Bordeaux air was a gasp, and my first step on its soil was a spiteful kick.

Extraordinary how foreign everything flavoured again. But in three hours all that wore off.

I have found, not by luck, but by three hours search, a most suitable chamber; let by most superior people. I have already said it is large & lofty, up two flights of stairs; situated -in the most convenient quarter; and with high-class houses round about. There are two large windows opening on a balcony, over which the whole front of the beloved Cathedral towers tho just before my windows is an office of some sort. The corner is haunted by a continual draught of cool air which ought really to raise the rent by 20 francs a month. My bed is all that could be desired; there is a wardrobe, marble mantelpiece, & handsome mirror, hanging-curtain-wardrobe, a vast writing-desk, beautiful old round table, marble washstand, two armchairs, desk-chair, etc. wall-paper an unfortunate colour; & in design like ten thousand cabbages, over-boiled, and partly digested:  clean, however. And the ornaments are all supportable, and one or two acceptable. These are not the usual lodginghouse keepers; and my room is looked after by their servant. The lady is a modiste (milliner). There are two children, boy of 9, girl of 12, but these are not likely to disturb my peace in any manner whatever.

I found it impossible to stay less than 3 days in London; first I had to obtain an Application Form for Passport, return it next day, & wait for the Passport itself; then have the thing visad by the French authorities in London. The voyage was delightful: marvellous clear. France was plainly visible from the train at Folkestone! The Dawn among the lovely lands of central France was an experience for me: the only experience of the journey.

 But I have not yet made up my back-accounts with Morpheus, and must rise early again tomorrow for seeing Peyronnet, who was out this morning. I forgot to say how gladly everybody welcomed me at Mérignac; and how undeniably pleasant it was to have to do with the dear, clever lads Johnny and Bobby. (Tell Colin). Yes, I do seem a long wav off; but I also feel a short time off.  

Your own W

By delaying to return I was saved the annoyance of a frightful storm over Mérignac on Sund. night. The Châlet was struck and a poor unfortunate in the village struck fatally. I saw the flashing from hundreds of miles away, & felt the horror of it in Paris.


To Susan Owen

(c. 20) June 1915  18 rue Beaubadat. Bx. 1er-étage 

Dearest Mother, 

Notice my address. I have not gone down a floor, but find that an intermediate story between the ground & mine is not counted as a story: so, I am for postal purposes on the first floor. A weeks stay has now proved that I couldnt have done better than choose this place. I have now touched, as they say, the reimbursement of my stay in London, from Peyronnet, amounting to 165 francs, or £6. I was all but penniless after paying my rooms on the first day, and during the day enjoyed the romantic sensation of being absolutely and literally sans le sou. Now if you would like me to post back some part of what I have borrowed from you, I can do so. Peyronnet received me very well, and considered I had managed the affair very properly. So he renews his proposition of an Eastern Voyage; to begin in Sept. if possible; but not until the Campaign of the Dardanelles be finished. I told him therefore that if the way were still blocked when I return home in Sept. I should try to join the Army. For I noticed in the Hotel in London an announcement that any gentleman (fit, etc.) returning to England from abroad will be given a Commission  in the Artists Rifles. Such officers will be sent to the front in 3 months. Thus we shall watch the Dardanelles with a little more interest than before. And, in very sooth, I rather hope things there will last out as long as the war, which will be through the winter. Still more Frenchmen have been mobilised since I left France; and the outlook is not one shade brighter. I dont want the bore of training, I dont want to wear khaki; nor yet to save my honour before inquisitive grand-children fifty years hence. But I now do most intensely want to fight. In redoubting the exercises during these months of July & August I have perfectly sufficient reason for not joining yet.

But when I learnt that Peyronnet prefers me to wait until the East is more settled I felt full of peace  and of war. So the most patriotic thing I can do is to hope for non-success in the Dardanelles! In a month or so from now, forces will be as certainly lacking as munitions are now. So let us hope Lloyd George will have my shooter ready by then. Meanwhile, I lead a really enviable existence. I am adapted to the climate, and re-adapted to the mode of life. I shall play Tennis religiously.

When you were writing last Sunday I had just got in the train at the Quai dOrsay. I shortened the Boulogne-Paris stage, by having dinner on the train; it took 1 hour and a quarter! On the Friday Night before leaving Town I was seized with a desire to see the Mile End Road, in which I had nof set foot since I wore strap-slippers, at five years old.

Although it was dark, I remembered the old spot perfectly; and Dr.

Loughreys name is still up on red-lit glass above the door. On Sat. being now tired of the West End, I thought a little ugliness would be refreshing; and striking east from the P.O. walked down Fenchurch St. and so into the Whitechapel High Street, & the Whitechapel Road.

Ugliness! I never saw so much beauty, in two hours, before that Saturday Night. The Jews are a delightful people, at home, & that night I re-read some Old Testament with a marvellous great sympathy & cordiality!

Stay long at Kidmore!  Your own W

Convey every good wish to all good people at Alp. & thereabouts & try and convey some photographs to me.

Bother Mr. Seatons demand. Refer him to the Opinion. Perhaps Id better send him samples.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Tuesday (Postmark 22 June  Mérignac 

Am waiting for my Tram 5.30 p m. & cannot fill my time better than by commending me to you. & wishing you a good journey tomorrow.

There is an even heat, which is no longer inconvenient.  I hear my tram grinding along. So au revoir\ W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Wednesday, 30 June (1915)  (Bordeaux)

My dearest Mother, 

Your letters are very dear to me; but these are days when my side of correspondence languisheth like a leaf in fiery June. I cannot exaggerate the painful feelings I experienced in the first days of my change of air; but at the same time I repeat I have nothing to grumble about here, and am therefore of an untumultuous spirit; whatever I may have of England to regret. But as the School Term seems to start about Sept. 21st, there is really a mere wisp of time to be consumed before the Return to England. Tell Leslie that the weather was astonishingly clear in the Narrow Seas that day, and I thought much of H. Belloc; and have added much to my appreciation of Travel, since reading Hills & the Sea.

Another thing: was it not Bellocs great forefinger which pointed out to me this passage of De Vigny: If any man despairs of becoming a Poet, let him carry his pack and march in the ranks.

Now I dont despair of becoming a Poet: Before Abraham was, I am so to speak (one line illegible)



Will you set about finding the address of the Artists Rifles, as this is the Corps which offers commissions to gentlemen returning from abroad.

I certainly went a promenade with Raoul one Sunday afternoon in a Garden in the Town, where choral songs were rendered by schools. I got so heartily bored that I took leave of him before the quarter of the programme was over; this was facilitated by having paid his admission (several words illegible) With him, Philippe, his Boarder.

We have had delightful weather: gay, boisterous Rains, spasmodic, dont-care-a-hang weather; free Turkish Baths, hot, with a sensation of continually cooling, in a word delicious and sensational. Only the vines will be spoilt and a good part of the hay. Tennis has been out of the question; round the garden walks, ducklings swim. Reports come of drought, and agricultural calamity in England. Is this so?

Yes, it pays to be able to talk learnedly of the war; as indeed I do over the coffee, regularly every day. At home I retailed neither news, ideas, nor hopes. But here I have so many sources of information. I often see the Viscount de Maudhuy; and a Norwegian gives me items from German papers. The admirals wife told me yesterday that his fleet bombarded a Ger: Consulate in Asia Minor,  because the Germans had dug up the ashes of Napoleons soldiers, & scattered them to the winds!

I have just walked back from Mérignac all the way, with the boys around and upon me arriving at the Boulevard at 7. oclock. I then hastily dined & must more hastily run to the post; for the last delivery is near; and  horror of horrors  my boots are wet! Yes, I do get Thursday-posted-letters on Sunday, so fortunate and so gratitudinous am I {one line illegible)

Yours ever and ever  Wilfred Call to mind what pleasant impressions I gave you of Dunsden, & repeat them there. Every manner of salutation to my Cousin of Cousins and Cousine of Cousines, D.


To Susan Owen

8 July 1915  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

(two lines unreadable) but tho I mean to cover the expenses, if permitted, I am in no hurry. Father indeed agreed that I should send back some portion of my borrowings, but now that I know not how soon I shall start home, I have changed my mind. Moreover I make no profit here these days. Mlle, de la Touche begins to despair of having money for sending the boys to the sea. Their French Lessons finish next week, and of course, they ought to have a complete rest from English work too. Mr. Bonsall goes up on certain mornings for their Latin & Greek; he is a weird, mild bird; and hath much love of Classics, and great power of Music. It is amusing to think we are rivals in Bordeaux  though not up at Mérignac; for Miss de la Touche declared once that Mr. B. had no manners. He is rather lax with their discipline; and generally works under the plum-trees of the garden. Hence once or twice I have used the stick I took for Miss de la Touche, correctionally.

The other day I roared: Dédé, I shall give you five strokes! A few minutes later, I felt a hand smoothing my hair most caressingly. This is not an unusual procedure, but it was done with such a merry gusto that I asked what it meant. Oh! Im giving you the strokes instead.

The photographs taken the other day are not good; but the general group (in which I am) is very good: but it is not yet ready.

I went with Raoul to Preignac, & came back well pleased with the day. It cannot have been so hot here as with you. Why, at three oclock we were dancing on the terrace, with the country maids that turned up on purpose. Then we went cycling about the country  (finest country of the Gironde)  except Raoul, who had discreet rendez-vous in the woods. Later we tried table-turning, for the good lady, Philippes aunt, was a great believer in the thing. We had, it seemed, marvellous results: the table tapped out right answers for hours. But I worked hard and cunningly to prove it; found certain questions wrongly answered; and suspected everybody in turn. Finally I had proof of Raouls trickery, and made him confess it on the way home.

What is Harolds next address? How long do you think to stay? I shall try, then to find in Bx. my Razor-blades. What does are having a motor mean. Is it bought?

In the French papers today I read that Mr. Asquith in reply to a members question said that the government had no intention whatever of establishing either obligatory service or work. Yesterday, papers made allusion to fresh arrivals of Zeppelins on London (four lines illegible)

Am I supposed to know? (I had even forgotten Hs ship.) (two lines unreadable) What is the principle of the magic waistcoat?

Is the Quayles new shanty1 boxed-in, or an open tub? Who pedals?

What colour is his livery? I hope you get plenty of driving at Kidmore.

Adieu, sweet Mother, from your Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Saturday (Postmark 10 July 1915) (18 Rue Beaubadat, Bordeaux)

I have nothing to report to you; if I have many things to hope for you.

I have written to Artists Rifles without address. If I dont get an English commission I should like to join the Italian Army. In any case I shall probably be out of work here in August, as the boys want an absolute holiday. So much the better! God save the King! and bless us all, said Tiny Tim.

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Friday (mid-July 1915)  P.O. Bx.

Had your Card this mng. and what you say of Artists Rifles is so; the Camp is at Epping. The Commission might be very long in coming. I seriously should like to join the Italian Cavalry; for reasons both aesthetic and practical. If you are too terribly opposed I will think no more of it. Certainly, I shant join French Army. Miss de la T. now suggests I should take a room in Mérignac, to be with them during August. Cant Uncle be more precise about good job in War Office?

Yours ever W.E.O.

Lord Leighton, Millais, Forbes Robertson were in Artists Rifles!!


To Susan Owen

23 July (1915)  Bordeaux 

My dearest Mother, 

I am sorry to be niggardly of letters. It escapes my memory, the date of my last; but I hope you got my last postcard. Unless your letter of this morning had put in a claim for more of my news, I scarcely think I should be writing now! I have no news and shall have none, as I hope, before the end of next week, by which time I ought to know the manner of my departure. So far, I only am sure that I am not going to move up to Mérignac, again, but mean to remain here till about the middle of August, going up to M. for lunch and the afternoon, as now, although lessons stop on Aug. 1st. If a ship sails about Aug. 15 you may expect me by it. I went to Sailors Reading Room last night, and had parley with the donkey-man of a Moss Boat,  -non-passenger. It would not be possible to make a cheap passage by private treaty with the Captain.

In a delightful Liverpool brogue (delightful Now and here) which made me think of Cecil when he was Cicil, and of Tranmere, the Pier Head, Sefton Park, and such like, the lad told me of the dangers of the passage! and how they carry a cannon, and were once chased by a submarine off Hormes Ed! I may land at London on account of Peyronnet,  whom I shall next see on Monday. The eastern voyage is out of the question.



It will be pleasant to round off the Mérignac Period of my time with a week or so of nothing but Ragging. We shall go some excursions.

For one, I want to visit the battlefield of Castillon, where, in 1453

Talbot Earl of Shrewsbury suffered the defeat which lost Guienne and Bordeaux to the English for ever. I cant understand it, but this battlefield will interest me as much as the field of the Marne;  and I am reading a tale of the Punic Wars with more interest than the Communiqués. There is only one cure for me! I am already quaking at the idea of Parade; and yawning with the boredom of it. Now if I could make it a real, live adventure, a real, old adventure, by flinging myself into Italy...?

It will be painful now to quit Bordeaux!! I shall part with the four boys with regret,  with three of them regretfully, with two of them sorrowfully, and with one of them very sorrowfully indeed. It is an advantage of old age that meetings are joyful, as separations are sad; but in youth meetings are indifferent; youth is the time of partings, not old age (one line illegible) But dont expect to before the day on which I assume the role of National Hero, number million, grade Private, allowance one bob.

However I mean to run up to Meols for a day or so. When is Colin going to Torquay, and how long Holiday will Father take? (I cant help feeling the anomaly of Parliaments cajoling the Miners to work on Bank Holiday, & themselves taking six weeks holiday!) I am always annoyed to hear of your headaches; supposing them preventable, rather than curable. Miss de la T. has had migraines continually. On such days she sits and hides in a comer of the garden, and I carve the joint!

She has all the rough work with the boys now! It takes a lot to give me a headache;  -lets hope it wont need a bullet! I rejoice exceedingly in the power of the midday sun,& am strengthened by its strength:  a sure sign of being Right with Nature.  Your devoted Wilfred Ante-Script (at head of letter): I cant re-read these lines, but underline plentifully instead.Cute idea!


1916
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To Leslie Gunston

26 July 1916  Bordeaux 

My dear Leslie, 

I had waited in double-daily expectation of your lines, and it was a high luxury to read them in my bed, this dimanche morning. The only way of excusing yourself for having jilted me for my beloved friend Icarus, last Sunday, is to send me the 90 lines of sixty-lines-an-hour verse, non-stop-till-we-frizzle-up-in-the-solar-terminus. Couldnt you divine why Oxford is a banned word with me. Because it is one of my most terrible regrets. I ought to be there, not fuddling among the Vines.

I ought to have been there, rather. Surely, you knew the cause of my flare. Now I am going to get flary again. You say you hear of wars and rumours of wars. Vous en êtes là seulement? You hear Rumours? The rumours, over here, make the ears of the gunners bleed.... It doesnt matter for my purpose that the Dardanelles are closed; but it matters to my sentiment that Belgium is; now I dont imagine that the German War will be affected by my joining in, but I know my own future Peace will be. I wonder that you dont ply me with this argument: that Keats remained absolutely indifferent to Waterloo and all that commotion.

Well, I have passed a year of fine-contemptuous nonchalance: but having now some increase of physical strength I feel proportionately useful and proportionately lacking in sense if I dont use it in the best way  The Only Way.

I was not aware that nothing remained of Cumnor, and imagined the moon still silvered the walls of Cumnor Hall. I believe the Black Bear still is?

Your demand for my ideal wife is too frightfully the non-limit. I have a fairly good bodily notion; but the other qualities I can only specify by negatives. However, I will make notes! I fairly roared with joy that you were taken, and taken in, by the pseudo-translation. I merely translated from some lines I had begun in French. For Gautier... Zut! I never read him. No, I wont forget to give you information regarding the Author!! Kindly preserve the copy. I made no other. I cant now roll off the Chanson tie Ii. It is of spenserian length, and chaucerian charm. I hope you dont consider shaking hands with H.B. knowing him. I meant make him a factor of your life and yourself of his.

I thank God for the intercourse you and I have set up between us. I should be a sadder soul if you were not, or were other than you are.

Shall you say ever-loving, etc. I should hope so. There is no mere entente-cordiale between us. There is a blood-alliance. If you object to anything in me you will shout at me like a brother. I for example object to your speaking of getting my moneys worth of a letter! Shocking!

Though I congratulate you upon trafficking in books! I still hold the violin capable ofbetter i e. more essential, music than the organ, and shall do. wliile I hold Keats a more poetical poet than Milton.

I have read The Prisoner of Zenda: mediocre! At present I am deciphering a monument of French literature Flauberts Salammbô: not that it is difficult reading, but every syllable deserves attention. Flaubert has my vote for novel-writing!

Farewell, fare-very-well-indeed,  Your affectionate Wilfred I started at the idea of Llandudno; I mean, joining you there. I scarcely dare envisage such luck. I could get in time; but the material considerations...! Moreover, is it not an exclusive family holiday!


To Susan Owen

Monday Night, 2 August 1915  (Bordeaux)

My most dear Mother, 

Its only by false pretences that I am able to write to you tonight; because I am continually besieged by that Wireless Telegraphist. Every single night of this week he has been inseparable from me, from the moment of my arriving in town at 7 oclock. So this evening, to avoid a bombardment of my locked door, I have invented an invitation out for the evening. So poor Thuret can swot up his lecture on Wireless, which is to be on Wednesday. I mentioned this at the Châlet, and Miss de la T. wants to send the boys to hear it. Thuret has written to his people about my staying in Rouen. He starts on the 20th; so you may take that as my definite date of leaving.

I think Colin ought to turn to thinking about such a post as Wireless Operator.

I just got your card on coming in tonight, and am indeed pleased to know Bill is supposed only taken prisoner; and not less happy to think of Harold as an Officer! In the Artists, one is paid the usual 1s a day!

Did I tell you a Norwegian acquaintance of mine went over to Swansea, a fortnight ago, to marry an English girl. They have just got back. Madame was rather upset the first few hours after arriving (at the Union Chrétienne) but felt less lost in a strange land on meeting me.

But, if uncommonly comely, she is common of-speech, and I cannot introduce her into English society here. Traëmber, the hubby, is a rather distingué person, of 28 yrs. Miss Hall is going to befriend the girl. Miss Hall leaves about a month later than I; so that will just accommodate the boys, or rather, their Aunt; for they would infinitely rather travel alone; for obvious reasons. It was Miss Halls pupils people who gave the Thursday picnic.

On Sunday morning I had got magnificently attired with the intention of going to the English church. Now I had refused to go in the river with Thuret for this reason, and hence Thuret must needs promise to come to my church. I agreed. But lo! instead of appearing in officers clothes, as he ought, he lounges up in a disgraceful déshabillé! But, in the afternoon your good wishes for Sunday, were well realized. We had four hours of music. You have heard me speak of Richepin: one of his pieces The Tramp, an opera, was being played in the Open Air. The Music was by Xavier LeRoux, and the Composer himself conducted the Orchestra. It was a daring opera in more ways than one; for instance, the whole thing passes between tramps and rustics, in cornfields, roads, and kitchens. The total cost of costume might be three bob, off a wholesale and retail rag-picker. The music was not particularly original; very pleasant to listen to; but there were no airs that one remembered ever after. There was very pretty work done by the drums, so much so that one listened to them rather than to the violins, sometimes. The voices, of course, were best Paris choice. Certain of the songs were marvellous touching. Anyhow I was proud to have shaken hands with the Composer  (in Paris). If anybody enjoyed himself that afternoon, it was he himself!

I think next Sunday will be spent at Lacanau, that sea-side place, where the Boys are not going. But the Boy Scouts of the Union are going; and Thuret is in with them. As, curiously enough, I have had no dealings yet with this group of kids, I think of going too. We start on Sunday night.

This afternoon although work is now over, I spent at Mérignac roaming the woods. The heather is extraordinarily abundant and purple.

I look at it, and think of Broxton, as it were, weeping; and again I examine it, and think of Doctor Rayner, and smile.

Miss de la T. gave me a pot of her plum-jam on Saturday, for my small-breakfast!

This evening I called on a Bordeaux specialist who wanted English lessons; but the time is too short. There are, in promise, a good number of pupils, for next term. Moreover, Miss de la T. would be glad to have me for Dédé & Charlie. But all this is no temptation: for it is not a Career. This aft. I ran, with the boys, almost a mile  significant!

We will drop the subject of Italy, though your arguments are dis-tinctly feeble in comparison with the real objection. You fear I might never get into the army. Absurd! They take what they can get, even wrecks like me. The whole difficulty is getting out. Probably the end of the war would not liberate the volunteer as in England. He would have to perform the term of service required by the nation in question; in France it is three years! Many people are surprised that I dont join the French forces, and that I take the fag to go back to England.

It is time to look after details of travelling. I suppose I cannot use the old ticket I have kept, to return from Padd? Did I mention to you that Leslie wants me to go to Llandudno with them? I dont of course hold myself invited. Depends on them.

Betimes I have a horrible great craving to behold the Sea. But for the time, the Wind is very wild and fresh upon these moors; and not a day passes but I receive a nature-shock, such as some spend six weeks seeking and find not...

The fruit is softening in the vineyards; the muscle of France keeps resisted,  while her heart scarcely beats faster  The Emperor yet frowns imperially; and our ministers yet wear a ministerial smile. And lo! the end is not by any manner of means at hand.

At least, let me end this piece of literature, and with my lovingest x, Wilfred What a luxury it seems to think of going home again so soon!


To Susan Owen

Wednesday, 18 August (1913)  Bordeaux 

My most dear Mother, 

I knew it would be so, however hard I believed it would be otherwise  I do not start next Friday. Miss de la T. wants me to wait for the Boys, who go to be at school on the 15th Sept. Miss Hall is not sure when she can start, and is certain not to start in time for them; moreover the fellows dont want to travel with her. Anyhow Miss de la Touche offers me 50 f. to cover the expense of staying on in Bordeaux three more weeks. Is this a surprise? I have a bigger one over the page!

(Post Script Friday: Dont believe the following)

The Telegraphist is going to Havre & Rouen by boat on Saturday next, & has just offered me a free passage with him there and back. I cannot but accept. Otherwise I should not see Rouen. And what fun  shiver-me-timbers! Bay of BiscayO! By the time you read this, as I positively believe, Ill be rounding Ouessant! A thousand pities, youll be saying, that I dont cross over home from le Havre. I may be tempted  must consider that tomorrow  -(or later on today: it is quarter to one on Thursday mng.) After all I may have the chance of a second voyage to Havre & even to Newhaven but whether I shall take it depends rather on Miss de la Touche.

A nasty nuisance is involved by having given notice for my Room.

Behold it already let to a pest who has a violent fancy for it. What a vile discord and confusing this will bring into the flourish of my Grand Finale to Bordeaux. I have to clear out on 30th Aug. Truly I should dearly love to make a scramble for it on Saturday Night  and sort o call roun Mahim on Wensdy Mornin! Only it might look shady to take French leave of the French. And then my Papers! Papers of Identification to prove Im born, curl-papers  ode-and-sonnet papers, Pink Papers, (which I havent got). I should never pack by Saturday. But to make a false start  delightful flutter! Hating decisive measures as I do, I shall taste all the sweet melancholy of leaving my endearèd Gascony, by sea  without the bitterness of the Irrevocable Finality about it. And I shall feel all the poetry of the thing, without needing to feel in my pocket if my ticket is quite safe.

I had a most memorable dinner last night with the well known Professor Devaux, Botanist, who sat down to table with me at the Restaurant. Fortunately I knew him slightly before. I cleared up a lot of points. The professor was very funny about his visit to England & his staying with Lubbock, Darwins, etc.

On Sunday I had a pleasant two hours with a poor apprentice-tailor, formerly door-keeper of the Berlitz School. We had many a laugh over the old days, and he said many quaint things, and we rescued the boats of the little boys around the pond in the Jardin Public, and I earned a momentary place in the garden of boyhood, whence I am now so long banished, and that afternoon was generally very happy. Likewise also on Monday morning, strolling round the town with Bonsall who has fine  if few  wits; and an antique-flavoured  though second-hand  wit. (I think I told you such of his history as I know?)

This afternoon 10 wounded & convalescent soldiers of the Mérignac Ambulance were invited to the Chalet garden. I sort of played the host and tennis withem. But the wounds played the devil with my patriotism.

One or two nights ago I looked up one André Martin, whom I once succoured when his father died. The whole family did their level best, the Mother by producing tears, and the lads by producing bits of shrapnel horribly sharp  to dissuade me from leaving their peaceful city. Worthy souls! I threw out from the Monkmoor P. Office a card to this lad  and lo! the thing preciously preserved among the billets-doux and secret photographs of his pocket-book!

I think of dining with Raoul one of these evenings.



Friday 

I kept back these extraordinary announcements under a presentiment that my Voyage would not come off  and, indeed, at six oclock this evening I learnt that it cant be done. Principal reason stated  my English Nationality. The Voyage to Havre might be managed but not a Return. But, a fortnight next Saturday, I shall most undoubtedly be able to sail to Havre, & perhaps cross to Newhaven, free of charge, for I shall be returning to join the Army. Apparently, this aimless cruise makes the Capn suspicious. Anyhow I still believe in the 11th Sept. trip.

Boys be bothered!

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Sunday (Postmark 19 August 1915)  (Postmark Bordeaux)

There is no excuse for a letter: all my news is in the future. These are the possible courses: (1) to remain in Bordeaux or France, (2) to get a post in England both of which I do solemnly abjure. (2) is mean. Thus I shall either I  Join Artists Rifles II  Work in Gov. Offices III  Join French Cavalry (?) IV   Italian Cavalry (?)

For Your sake & yours only, III & IV must be queried, much to my own loss & disappointment. Answer this saying just what you think. I may get away early in Aug. & shall take the boat (dont know which). A.

Rifles training begins in London, continues at Epping, & finishes in France-  Yours ever W.E.O.

Very many thanks for so many letters & cards.


To Susan Owen

Postcard Tuesday 11.30 p m. (Postmark 15 September 1915)

Regent Palace Hotel! Piccadilly Circus, London W

We arrived here last night, after a not-too-troublesome journey, considering the nine bagages. The Boys thought to leave for Downside tonight, & we went to Padd. but there was no train connection from Bath. I shall do my Enquiry Business tomorrow, & may not arrive Shrewsbury till Midnight, Wednes. Perhaps you are not yet home? we have come in from a walk round Whitehall & Westminster looking out for Zeps. but saw nothing in the sky & little more on earth. Behind the Admiralty there is Pitch Darkness. The Channel Crossing was uneventful. Till Tomorrow!!

W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Thursday Mng. (21 October 1915) Les Lilas, 54 Tavistock Square, W.C.

Dearest of Mothers, 

I (several words illegible) attacked the day by going straight to Headquarters. It was found that the Doctor had not given his signature to my papers so I was examined again  and passed. Three others at the same time were refused. One was mad about it and insisted on knowing why. I dont think you look a strong man was the first reply. (But he did!) More expostulation.

Dr. I shouldnt like to risk you  with those teeth in your head.

Recruit. They can come out.

Dr. Well, if you must know, your heart murmurs sometimes.

And so on with other apparently robust fellows!

I still did not swear in; but spent the afternoon hunting for Rooms.

Four hours I passed on this job; and finally I chose on a French Boarding House, where Guests, Conversation, Cooking and everything else is French.

This should be quite valuable to me; but I dont know whether the price is too high  35s. a week. Bed & Breakfast at other places is 17/6 a week. I scarcely think it would come cheaper, if I took (proper) meals at A.B.C. Moreover there are no A.B.Cs near at hand. I am two minutes for the Headquarters. Only 3 minutes from Imperial Hotel, and 5 from Waverley, so I am at home in the region. Tavistock Square is a replica of every other Bloomsbury Square; wadded with fog; skeletons of dismal trees behind the palings; but the usual west-end pervasion of ghostly aristocracy. In London I cannot be unhappy in any surroundings, for what in Manchester would be dismally forlorn, is here Mysterious; What in Liverpool would be detestably sordid, is here romantically free and easy; what elsewhere seems old dinginess is here suggestive Antiquity. (I have a notion that Dickens lived in Tavistock Sq.)

In the middle of this letter I was called to lunch; and then went to swear in. This time it is done: I am the British Army! Three of us had to read the Oath together; the others were horribly nervous! and read the wrong Paragraph until the Captain stopped them! Kiss the Book! says Captain. One gives it a tender little kiss; the other a loud smacking one!!

After that we had to be inoculated for Typhoid. And that is why I am in bed since four oclock! The delightfully kind, confidence-inspiring doctor gave us full instructions. There were scores of Tommies taking the ordeal before me, and believe me some were as nervous as only fine, healthy animals can be before doctors. One fainted before his turn came, merely as a result of the Doctors description of possible symptoms!

You will be glad to hear, that though it is three hours ago, I have no constitutional symptoms whatever! Merely a local soreness! Some will have fever & influenza-pains all night! (My ink is giving out.) I quite expected such myself; but I feel so physically happy that it might have been Morphine injected! We have sick leave until Monday morning.

The hours are 9.30 to 5! Jolly reasonable!

The Poetry Bookshop is about 7 mins. walk! There is a Reading this very night!

A Crowd of Belgian Ladies fleeing from Brussels through Holland are staying here today on their way to Paris.

There are just one or two hitches in this pleasant time in bed. First, I have broken the bridge of my specs, and cant read without risk of headache; second, I darent smoke (Doctors Orders); third  empty pockets!

You will like me to write again tomorrow mng. This I promise. If only you lived near London!

Fondest Love to Father, Mary and the Dearest of Boys, From your lovingest of Boys Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Sat. Morn. (Postmark 22 October 1915)  Tavistock Sq.

In the night the arm got pretty bad. I still feel as if a horse had got my arm between its teeth. But so long as it keeps out of the other members, I 

dont mind it. Those who are not right by Monday mng. will be put on Light Duty, which I believe consists of standing still and staring. The men are really picked men most onem, anything but boisterous. I am thankful I did put up in a Boarding House, not in a poor Bedroom without meals or attention! Looking forward to your letter tomorrow, Yours ever W.E.O.

What is Harolds next posting address? Is your headache now quite over? I have heard that the Camp is going to move to Harrow. Pip-ip!

Recruits are very numerous now  17 on Monday last!....


To Susan Owen

Monday (Postmark 25 October 1915) Post Office (Postmark London)

I had the first drill this mng. but got off this aft. because my arm is not really well. I went to Watsons, & shall have my specs, by tomorrow. I got full marks for Eyesight test at exam. On Sunday afternoon I went to Westminster Abbey: scholarly sermon on sociology and a dazzling fine Anthem. I am not yet in Khaki. The boarding house still pleases me, but I dont know if I shall like the servitude of conforming to its menu and hours of meals! The conversation at my table was all against England. I made no objections. Tomorrow I shall surprise them. Many thanks for all the kind letters received. I am quite all right again, now you know.

Another injection in ten days.

Yours ever W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Tuesday (Postmark 27 October 1915)  (Tavistock Square)

I fear I should have written my last card sooner than I did: but you cant expect to hear every day! I did a full days parade today, the arm being only ticklish now. The drill is a curious compound of monotony and qui vive. Fortunately our Sergeant is a gentleman, and, what is more, considers us as such. As a Sergeant I admire & respect him devotedly.

Harold Monro himself read at the P. Bookshop this evening, and I had a talk with him afterwards. Dorothy was impressed by his Poems which I left at Alpenrose. Please send me Tailhade: Poèmes Aristophanesques, which is on the top shelf of the Book Case. Dont send the Pyjamas till I  say if we are given any. It was so nice of Colin & Mary to give such cheery letters. The enlisting was a plunge, and it has put my wits a little out of breath.

Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Friday Night (30 October 1913)  Tavistock Sq.

Dearest Mother, 

I am dog-tired: N.B. I dont say exhausted  but stupidly, muscularly tired. I got my outfit some days ago. I have not the patience to give you a list of the contents of my Kit, but it contains numbers of footling things  tooth-brush & razor-brush for example, whereas I had to buy a belt (3/6) and shall have to buy a swagger-cane. These are regulations special to our regiment, because the discipline is frightfully minute. I spent all last evening polishing my buttons. We are cautioned against appearing in the street with a single over-coat button undone: belt must be worn over the overcoat, collar never turned up (except in very inclement weather when permission is granted to do so) etc. etc. etc. There is no doubt we are as smart as anything except the Guards, whom we ape. Yesterday morning we went a Route March through Kentish Town to Highgate. I had just got my Brogues repaired in time, but those wretches who wore new service boots had to go home by tram!

This morning we had Physical Drill under a special Gymnastic Instructor and it is that which had so bewearied my bones. We do all this in shirt sleeves in Cartwright Gardens, a crescent-garden bounded by the usual boarding houses. I have scarcely seen an officer. All our instruction is done by sergeants, who are as chummy between times as they are smart on parade. Impossible to get them out of temper. One is a rare wag, and gives plenty of exercise to the Risible Muscles. I never felt devotion, and not much respect, for any authority or individual in this world since I left the 3rd form of the Institute; but I am beginning again under these fellows. Astonishing what a changed meaning has a Captain or a Colonel for me. If a Major-General approached me I think I should fall down dead. We had to practise Salutes (on Trees) this very morning. You would be surprised how long it takes to do the thing properly.

This aft. was pay-day. Now we waited drawn up in ranks from 3 this evening, till just on 6!! And those at the rear, as I was, never got it after all. Then was the moment when you had best wad up the ears if swearing upsets them.

I spent the heavy time pleasantly enough in conversation with one who I believe will be one of my best friends. Everyone is willing to make friends, and everyone is eligible; so there is really no guide as to which one shall go for beyond the expression of his phiz. There are now five on special terms with me, one very young, another quite forty, but none artists in any sense, no enthusiasts in my line. So I am still on the lookout. I believe Sat. morning. Here I was suddenly cut short by my bath being ready, and the arrival of a large packet of literatures from Leslie.

Today is our Second Inoculation. I must run!

Yours with dearest love, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sunday (2 November 1915)  Tavistock Square 

Dearest Mother, 

I have no post-cards, hence another letter, simply to say that the Second Inoculation has taken mildly enough. It was done at midday yesterday: there was enough pain to justify a morning in bed! This time one of my friends did a faint. It must be pure nerves: the poison cant invade the system in half-a-minute. I stayed in by the fire in the afternoon, enduring a Singing Lesson which our Proprietor gives to a Marseillais youth betimes. It seems mine host is an ancient public singer. There is generally music of a sort in the evenings which drives me up to my room. I spend a good part of my leisure polishing my buttons and badges. It is a frightful bore. Can this explain the military oath Dash my buttons!? This morning I have massaged my new boots with Castor Oil. We were told to pour it inside the boot! The stench resulting is perhaps the very first inconvenience I have yet endured. I have bought my swagger cane, and now feel perfectly normal in Khaki.

Apart from the treasonable unlawfulness of appearing in mufti, I should feel positively ill at ease in it. No collar & tie means an economy of dressing-time; but it is paid for by the puttees, which, not being Foxes, are difficult to arrange neatly. I wear the trousers bagged below the knee; but such as care to buy breeches may dress in cavalry style. In the Inns of Court no one wears the khaki provided but buys officers stuffs, (without stripes of course.) There is a pretty general feeling of contempt for the Inns of Court among our men, that may be founded on envy. We are forbidden to wear waterproofs or Burberrys or mufflers or brown boots  by a special Battalion Order! So far, then, our chiefest cares have been frivolous details of this sort, but there is a stern time coming  in Camp. There is a story that three men deserted from Camp.

They were not shot at dawn, but simply excluded from Commissions.

I got my Pay by going early on Sat. morning. Did I ever acknowledge the £1 you sent? It does annoy me to have to take it. Now that the Inoculations are over I am looking for a Room. If only this Life went on indefinitely I should be well pleased. It is really no great strain to strut round the gardens of a West-end square for six or seven hours a day.

Walking abroad, one is the admiration of all little boys, and meets an approving glance from every eye of eld. I sometimes amuse myself by sternly contemplating the civilian dress of apparent Slackers. They return a shifty enough expression. When I clamp-clump-clamp-clumped into the Poetry Bookshop on Thursday, the poetic ladies were not a little surprised. The Readings were from Rabindranath Tagore, read by a Lady without much insight into the Hindu spirit. I could not speak to Monro, but he smiled sadly at my khaki. He has a poem in his last book, which goes 



Happy boy, happy boy, 

David the immortal-willed, 

Youth, a thousand thousand times 

Slain, but not once killed, 

Swaggering again today 

In the old contemptuous way; 

Leaning backward from your thigh 

Up against the tinselled bar  

Dust and ashes! is it you?

Laughing, boasting, there you are!

First we hardly recognised you 

In your modern avatar.



Greybeards plotted. They were sad.

Death was in their wrinkled eyes.

At their tables, with their maps, 

Plans and calculations wise 

They all seemed; for well they knew 

How ungrudgingly Youth dies. etc.



Leslie talks of coming up at the end of the week. Did I tell you I got in half-price at the Strand to see the Scarlet Pimpernel? Fred Terry was indisposed, but I could hardly imagine a better impersonation than was done by the Understudy. I have just read El Dorado, the last tale of the S. Pimpernel  not very readable. Thank Father so much for a special letter for me: It gave me good reassurance, which you must all try and do. What breed is the Dog? Ah! if Colin could share my bedroom (double bedded) for a few days one week-end! I am free from Sat. 1 oclock to Monday mng. Just enough time to meet you at Alpenrose, one day next month, eh?

Monday. The Parcel came this morning. The handkerchiefs were just in time, and the chocs I seized with schoolboyish relish! Our drill consisted of standing-at-ease and standing-easy alternately in the Drill Hall, because it has rained all day! Our Sergeant has not appeared for some time. Sgt. Knight has charge of us now  the county cricketer: do Father or Colin know of his renown? There is a legend that our Doctor attended the King. Certainly he belongs to a noble Order, K.C.B. or something. There seem no Artists whatever among us!! This morning I was talking to a recruit of a Henry-Irving countenance, who per-sists in wearing long strands of hair visible in front of the Cap. He has been ticked-off four or five times for it; but is not yet shot at dawn.

I am fairly close cropped.

From an Adv. in The Y.M. I found a room at 5/6 per week, right opposite the Poetry Bookshop!!

A plain enough affair  candlelight  no bath  and so on; but there is a coffee-shop underneath; so I have theoretically decided to go there, and shall move as soon as practicable. Indeed I gave notice this evening at this Boarding House.

There is no symptom of patri-avuncularism from Meols!

I think, if it be possible, I must beg,£c2 for the next remittance, on account of the Advance Payments I may have to make. This should be quite the last Allowance. If anything should turn up from Meols later be reimbursed therewith, of course. I used to think Uncle Teds readings of Scrooge funny. I dont now. I shall move from here as soon as I have paid up.

Rumour has it that we shall be billeted for the Winter!!

Fare thee well, thou dear, dear Mother, prayeth  her Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Monday (Postmark 8 November 1913) a Post Office (Postmark London)

Am rejoiced to know that Fathers operation is well over. Surprised not to have news of him this mng. but perhaps you are saying as much of me.

All my time is being given to an Author  Prof. of Lit. at Brussels, who, after 22 yrs of research has found the true Shakspere. Not Bacon but the Earl of Rutland. His proofs are overwhelming. There is going to be a sensation. When I am convinced, I may start the propaganda in the papers. I had the registered letter. Great thanks! But I am not out of Tavistock Sq. 54, for reasons which I will explain later. I quite hope to be able to get to Alp. on Sat. What a delight!

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

  Postcard Friday Aft. (Postmark 19 November 1913)

Y.M.C.A. (Postmark Watford)

Had your letter & the socks at mid-day. We have had a rough time today  up at 6 again. 3 men out of the 700 took cold Shower baths. I was one of the 3. But holding rifles frozen over with snow all day was ghastly. Sorry not to have had even the bad prints of my photos. We have an extra blanket now i e. 1 blanket & 3 rugs. Food has been so-so today.

Love to all W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Friday Aft. (Postmark 19 November 1915)

Railway Train (Postmark Watford)

20 men were suddenly called up to do some cleaning up at High Beech.

Of these am I and my two best friends. We just had time to snatch a lunch, & I managed to rip open the Parcel, & get out the socks. We may stay till Monday, but write to Gidea Park. We are carrying a sack of meat and a sack of bread. This is Fatigue Duty but I am glad of the Change.

Many thanks for sending so promptly the pyjamas etc. Dont know how we shall sleep tonight. Am quite well.  Your W E O


To Susan Owen

Postcard (Postmark 21 November 1915)  Y.M.C.A. (Postmark Romford)



Just returned (by train) from High Beech. Worked like slaves at Transport Waggon Loading from 7.30 to 2. Thoroughly enjoyed the change, & benefited by the exercise.

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Thursday (23 December 1915)  T.M.C.A. (Romford)

Dearest of Mothers, 

I have had no letters today. I believe there is a muddle in the P.O. this year, but I hope you will get this by Christmas Day. The certainty is absolute: I shall be here over the 25, with the majority of my Hut, and, indeed, of my Company. The latest rumour is that we shall not be allowed to get out of Camp till we have fairly eaten our Christmas Dinner under its auspices. Anyhow we shall feast rarely. Donaldson is giving us two birds, (geese or turkeys) and there will be any number of plum-puddings. We are allowed 1/6 per head extra pay for the Day, which is funded and spent on delicacies and drinks. You will be pleased to hear that no spirits will be allowed at table. The best of it is we are all pleased.

I may go to the Williams later in the day, or on Boxing Day. Both Scouts have their lunch in my Hut now, instead of the Q.M. stores, where they are alone or with alien men. It is remarkable how their presence kills bad language, for the time. The Restraint is beautiful, but if the novelty wears off and usual conditions are gone back to I shall turn out the kids.

We had a lecture this afternoon on bombs, from an expert. We shall begin firing after New Year.

I am being waited for now to go into Romford and buy special provisions. One has gone to London for the Turkeys. I wonder what you will be having. It is galling to be kept away from Home for no useful reason, but it is not as if I were far away or long away. I really think to start on Tuesday or Wednesday.

Goodwill let there be; but Peace is a word that jars today and word for hushed breath. I shall write continually, but this poor sheet may be the one to carry you my dear Christmas Wishes the most ardent and solemn of any year yet.



Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday after Christmas (26 December 1915) T.M.C.A. (Romford)

Dearest Mother, 

Your dear, lovely letter reached me this morning. It was the one thing lacking yesterday to make my Christmas the happiest possible, away from Home. I had no letter, parcel or card whatsoever yesterday; but I had my consolations. The Plenty that overpoured in our Hut of good things was noised all over the Camp. In our Hut it snowed of meats and drinks. One Wiggins, a noted gourmand made all manner of custards & jellies; and Donaldsons turkeys were à point. Healths were drunk; but none among us were. I had scarcely accomplished my last nut, at 3 oclock (we sat down at 1.30!) when my Boy Scout came for me. And not long after I got to the house, we began my second Christmas Dinner, rarely good. So I made up for the Lost One in 1913! Afterwards we played Charades, exactly as we played at Home. But I shall have to tell you all about these excellent people with the live voice. There was no extension of time, last night we were all in at 9.15: but the uproar in camp could be heard afar off.

We went to Church Parade this morning as well as yesterday. The Major read the Lessons.

I have some fine Caricatures of the Colonel etc. to show you which appeared in The Tatler.

I am sorry you dont countenance my little stay in Bath with a fair regard. Yet it is no great détour from London, and I am sure I could get a Permission, via Bath. But I havent heard again from Leslie. I hope you got all my letters: a succession of 4, Dec. 21, 22, 23, 24; The pocketbook-parcel hasnt been delivered to me yet. Thanks for sending it: I hope it is safe. There seems no possibility of getting off before Wed. or Thursday.

There has been a new desertion from Camp. The boy was captured at Norwich. Two lusty ones from my hut were told off to exercise the Prisoner on Christmas Day. I have not too much spare time today, being Orderly. My Batmanship finished yesterday.

I read your dear letter many times, and shall read it. I quite well know how busy Colin must be.

It is fine to feel that now that Christmas is over, there is a greater treat in store. May my plans be sooner fulfilled than they were this time last year!



Ever your loving Wilfred, x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Thurs. (Postmark 6 January 1916)  (Postmark Romford)



I stayed with Leslie till 5, and caught a train from Liverpool St. by chance, not knowing the times. You may be surprised to know that I had a Commission offered to me today. Are you yet more surprised to know that I refused it: Lancashire Fusiliers, just going into Fighting Line. And I havent fired my Musketry Course. I can tell you no more.

A list of names was read out, and we said Yes or No according to our feelings!

So glad the Dog turned up. We had an all-day march (of course) so I havent seen my Narks. The Gingerbreads made a warm pudding for lunch. We parade at 8.30 now!!

Yours W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(Postmark 14 January 1916) Y.M.C.A. (Postmark Romford)



Quite impossible to write more than a card. Our Training is becoming intensive. We now finish at 6.30, and we have maps & Reports to do all evening. The Colonel gave a brilliant lecture on the causes of the War this aft. He is an expert after the style of Belloc. I had all the things you sent. Thanks, tho only the Keys were desired. By all means let the Diary be Marys. I must now get straight away to my Mapping. We spend the day with Note Books & Compasses in the district. I had a Card from Coz. May. I will tell you tomorrow about my coming week end.

Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(26 January 1916)  Y.M.C.A. (Romford)

Dearest of Mothers, 

I send a letter out of sheer lovingkindness, seeing there is no fact, complaint, desire, fear, regret or fancy to be addressed unto you, but only the fact of my Sonship, and my greetings to the most gentlest of mothers.

I had a letter from Leslie under this same Y.M.C.A. Heading, for he was washing coffee-cups during his week-end; Mars and Minerva help his soul, fingers and all the cockles of his heart.

They have now put up a chapel in the oamp; 4 or 5 days ago the place where it stands knew it not; and the Bishop is coming down to dedicate (sanctify as he would say) tomorrow.

We are now  at last  on our Musketry Course. Many are falling sick about me, by reason of January, and the dead season, but I have not so much as a cold. The hours are still early and late. Still I am never tired, and often walk to Romford in the evening. An occasional Ray from the outer world visits me. I may be going in for the 5th Manchester Regiment.

Did you know that no officers can be sent to the Firing Line without 4  months waiting in England.



Your lovingest of Boys Wilfred 

Post Scriptum.

Give my distinguished salutations to your hosts at Weston. You know Miss Ingram is at her Brothers school there. Is a school of that Name known?


To Susan Owen

Tuesday (1 February 1916)  Isolation Hut B11 (Romford)

Dearest Mother, 

How frantically I wish I had complained a little louder, or been a little worse, or that you had been more touched by my groans  so that I might never have returned to this hot-bed of disease, this Quarantine, this Prison, this Charnel House. When I opened the door of the Hut in the deep midnight, and smelt the smell of Disinfectant, used wholesale,  I knew what Trap I had run into and I knew why my bones ached.

But, it is nothing worse than Measles, and what is more, I dont think Ive got it. But there is no doubt my system has been fighting a ferocious battle with the Germ. As usual, the Good Microbes got the best of it in me. All the same, my eyes run continually, and my brain is like a hot coal within my head. Of course I paraded sick, but having no rash, I just have to crouch in my Hut, now half-empty of its men, and the centre of the measles outbreak. Moreover we are refused admission to the Y.M. or Canteen, and shall not be able to leave the Camp for 16 days.

When I was going up the subway at Liverpool St. from the Underground to the Gt. Eastern Platform, I noticed the passages unduly encumbered, and found the outlet just closed, and Liverpool St. in complete darkness. We were corked down in those subways for close on 3 hours.

This should appeal to your susceptibilities especially. There was just room to move from one Exit to another seeking an escape. After all the Zeppelins never got over the City, though we heard the guns. The result of this piece of providential by-play was that I reached Camp in the early hours of this morning. My bed had disappeared, all my belongings were hidden all over the hut, for the whole place had been emptied for disinfecting, and the things thrown back anyhow. It was the bitterest moment of many years. I found some blankets, but all night I was persuaded I should (not) warm my limbs again in this world.

The doctor wont sign my commission papers for 3 days; supposing I may contract measles yet.

I dont think so.

What a prospect to be imprisoned in this hut for several weeks.

I hope Colin wont get it.

Nobody of my Friends knew my address, or perhaps they might have warned me.

A horrid sensation to be imprisoned with Germs. Far worse than the shutting-down under London last night.

Do not worry about my condition.

What frets me is that I ever let myself away from Home.

Do not send any things to eat. I cannot taste: and I can get by deputy something from the Y.M. if necessary.

No more of this now  at least for your ears. For me: Buried alive for 16 days! I cannot bear to think of Sat. & Sunday.



Farewell, Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Wednesday (Postmark 3 February 1916)  (Postmark Romford)

I have not given way to Measles, and am not going to. My cold is much less severe than yesterday: a genuine change sets in. The apparent recovery on Monday was an artificial one, brought about by deceitful drugs. Would I had taken Bromo-Tablets, and never revived at all!

About 5 men remain well in this hut; and more measley ones are carried off every day.

I was affrayed when I saw this morning that Zeppelins got into Staffs. You are not so snug in Shrews, as we imagined. What local news is there of the Raid?



Always your W.E.O.



Hope my letter was posted in London yesterday?


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Saturday (Postmark 28 February 1916)  Guard Room H.Q.

(Postmark London W.C.)

It did not occur to me, writing from so renowned (?) a place as the P. Bookshop to give you the address:

35 Devonshire St.

W.



Dont put Poetry Bookshop. Tonight I am on Guard, so that my weekend is quite spoiled. But I saw Harold last night. He sailed at 1 a m. (?)

We got paid today: so there is no immediate need confronting me. I stand in need of your news, but for this I have to blame myself. It goes on snowing. Shall try and write tomorrow. Tell me if you wrote to H.Q. or elsewhere.



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Monday (Postmark 29 February 1916)  (Postmark London)

Just a card to forestall Harold with my Greetings: (although after all I dont think I shall go forth to post tonight, the snow is still jiggering about.) We finished work at quarter to 7 today! Lectures nearly all day, on Gas, Horses, Bombs, and such subjects. I have seen nothing of Monro, as I am out all day & he all evening. But the young housekeeper who is French, has reeled off as much information as I can desire. I had the Letter & Enclosure yesterday and thank you heartily & sadly.

Fondest love to Mary. All praise to Colin for washing up. It is the most soldierly thing he can possibly do. Do keep warm. Are you at all stronger now?



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Wed. Night (Postmark 2 March 1916)  (Postmark London)



Depressing news was announced today. All who left Camp last Wed. must return to camp in a day or two. We are too sick at heart to discuss it, even. Still it has its advantages financially. In view of leaving before Pay Day, I must beg another 10s. We are to have another month or more of Officers School Training, i e. Lectures & Exams. Even here we work till 7 p m. instead of 4.30! Has Harold arrived. Write here till further notice; we may extort leave to stay over Sunday. You may have noticed that the Gazettes have ceased in the Papers since some considerable time. Is the end of the war in view? There is only one consolation from this Delay, and that is a Cowards.

This aft. in the lecture-room I am sure I saw Ernie Hulcoop of Dunsden & Kendrick, among the Recruits! Ardently hoping you are getting well  



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Saturday (5 March 1916)  T.M.C.A. (Romford)

My darling Mother, 

Here we are again! The reason of the Remove is that all men with Papers in must go through a six weeks Training in a School of Instruction before they can be gazetted. The War Office, indeed, has stated that none can have Commissions within 4 months from now. But that is sure to be changed. At the end of the 6 weeks there will be an exam. This is tiresome beyond words (tho we have among ourselves certain words to fit the case.)

Our 10 days in Town were so annoying that the departure was made less galling than it might have been. Every day we worked, doing nothing, well into the evening. On Thursday the Draft left Waterloo for Southampton, and we marched with them thro London, with several Bands, to say Goodbye. Thus we came in for a deal of cheering and staring from the windows & pavements. All day we marched about, and were recalled in the evening for Night Operations on Hampstead Heath, up to which we marched, over which we marched, and back from which we marched. I got in at 9.30!

I thought I should never see Monro; but last night at eleven oclock, when I had strewn about my goods preparatory to sorting and packing, up comes Monro to my room, with my MSS! So we sit down, and I have the time of my life. For he was very struck with these sonnets.

He went over the things in detail and he told me what was fresh and clever, and what was second-hand and banal; and what Keatsian, and what modem.

He summed up their value as far above that of the Little Books of Georgian Verse. The curious part is that he applauded precisely those phrases which Prof. Morley condemned!

So then, I have gained his esteem and a (first) handshake! I need not say that he is a peculiar being; and I doubt whether ever we shall become Friends. For my own part I should prefer a Business Relation, and I believe it possible  when he re-starts his Journal Poetry & Drama, now checked by the War.

I have quite won the heart of the Swiss Housekeeper, and on two evenings she brought me up Hot Soup etc. out of human kindness. I left this morning without settling my Account, since, luckily, no Bill had been presented to me, and when I left in the early morning nobody was stirring. I have not had your letter. This is my Address now:



Cadet W. E. S. Owen, 4756.

W. Co.  Officers School  



Balgores House, 

Gidea Park, 

Nr. Romford, Essex.



We are crowded into large empty houses, sleeping on the floor, far less comfortable than the Hut. But we have Batmen to wash up, and a Mess Room with table-cloths, properly set out. We expect the work to be strenuous.

I am so anxious to hear when Harold arrived, and whether you have nearly reached your normal health (?), and withal how Mary improves.



Loving wishes for Everyone, Your Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Monday Evening (14 March 19!6)  Y.M.C.A. (Romford)

My own dear Mother, 

I found your Letter on the Table where our Post is displayed this afternoon. I was twice blest to find the stray letter refound, as I was no less annoyed to think the os. was lost, than I was needy of it. We have been obliged to buy all manner of Note-Books for our work, and shall soon have Maps and such materials to find. I shall consider my running clothes as my Birthday Present. There is no book that I hanker after, because I can borrow anything that there is time to read; but there are some half-dozen Military Books which I ought to get, but which I can also borrow until my Gazetting.

There are probably another 8 weeks of this schooling.

We now have started in earnest; we have a lecture at 6.30 a m. drill and field operations all day  another lecture 5 to 6 p m., Dinner 6.30 to 7.30 and from 7.30 to 9.30 time for cleaning  preparations for next day, study, and writing up of notes. I have exactly 30 mins. of my own today, and 15 of those are being consecrated to these pages. How I wish I had more, and could tell you what a merry time I had yesterday, how I ran, the moment I was free, to find my Nephews, and how we wandered in the Wood, and how I did the Arithmetic Homework; and what a Bath I had. (For there is no bath-room in Balgores, and no time to go over into the Camp!) So I asked for a Hot Bath, and had it! My younger nephew  of 10 years  comes to pay me visits during the day, but I am always out!

I have not seen Ray, because on Saturdays I am no longer free, and even on Sunday Mornings we do the same old, insupportable drill. This last week has been enough to send crazy any thinking being  eternal inspections, parades, inspections, punishment parades, & more inspections. Every morning we alternately (1) stand and freeze, and (2) hustle around till we are blown as race horses. Meanwhile, the Colonel himself, cursing us from the top of a Golf Mound, drills us, foaming at the mouth. Sometimes he follows at our heels, barking like a collie after straggling sheep. After this, we are at the mercy of a Coldstream Guard Sergeant, who abuses us in bad English and worse Language. I know  at last  what all this Rumpus means. Somebody very great  probably Lord French  is coming down this week to overhaul us!

We had a first Exam, this evening.

There is still room for anxiety both about Mary and You. Perhaps it is as well I am so occupied, for I could easily grieve myself ill about You, if left alone to do it. I do hope Father wont get a bad cold.

What about Colin? And Harold?

Leslie is at Chelsea.



Unbounded love, Your Wilfred xxx 


To Susan Owen

Saturday 18 March (1916)  Y.M.C.A. (Romford)

My most darling Mother, 

The Day of St. Patrick and of Saint Mother is passed and you had no note or any word from me. The thing is abominable. Excuse? Not the right word! Cause and Reason enough! You know our Evenings consist of 1 1/2 hour. On the 16th, I am obliged to rush into Romford for Running Clothes for a Run announced for the 17th. Next evening a Compulsory Lantern Lecture until after 10, so that on that day we had not so much as 3 mins. off duty, though in our Room we got up at quarter past five. We are not forced to get up till 6, for Physical Drill at 6.30, but we are punished so severely for impeachable dress that we rise in our sleep almost and begin to do our scraping, cleaning, washing, shaving, polishing, scrubbing, rubbing, brushing, oiling, sandpapering, folding, tying, tidying, cleaning up & clearing down, cleansing, ablutions, bucklings, foldings, etc. &c. Etc, and caetera. So we toil and moil.

Your Note arriving on the 17th gave me the comfort and renewing of a sacrament. Thereby I had communion with those things which are now passed behind a cloud out of sight, but which shall come to us in like manner again. Now is the winter of the world. But my life has come already to its month of March...

Yes, I take and read these your words with thanksgiving.

Thanks, also, and more than thanks, I owe you for the Present of Moneys.

Previous sums having been necessities absolute for the physical fact of living in the Artists, I take them from the letter with a wince, loving not to handle them.

But a Present I can look at without fear and without reproach.

It was my Week-end, and Leave was announced for all Balgores. I promised my sore bones rest from drilling, and my sore chin rest from shaving, and my sore spirit from chafing. In my Poets Room I might have lain me. There would I have lighted an incense of ten cigarettes, your own burnt offering. There would I  Thunder and the bolts of heaven confound their knavish tricks, Authorities have cancelled all Leave! Some say it is a General Order for the Eastern Command, in event of a naval Raid on the coast. I had arranged to meet Leslie, too!

I have quite won the Housekeeper of Monros, for with my Washing she sent a box full of Soup Tablets, biscuits, buns, not forgetting the salt, so that I make myself suppers! I know how to value acts of this sort, though the soup is useless to me now; and I mean, one day, to promulgate my feelings in no uncertain tones, so terrible that the uttermost confines of the wirral shall be shaken.

I look forward to meeting Harold again either here or in Town. Leave is cancelled until further notice.

The winter is steadily drawing off; but no large trees have yet ventured to show the green flag of safety.

The Almond-trees which recall Wimbledon, are in the pink of perfection among the quaint houses of the garden city.

I am hoping that this sudden great warmth will play the angel of healing to your chest and throat.

I am quite all right, tho a man had Influenza in our room. All those who go on sick leave are washed out of the School. We are learning far more in a week here than a month of camp. The only nuisance is the Sergeant Major, Coldstream Guard, a consummate bully, amusing enough in Punch, but not viewed from the ranks.

The Army as a life is a curious anomaly; here we are prepared  or preparing  to lay down our lives for another, the highest moral act possible, according to the Highest Judge, and nothing of this is apparent between the jostle of discipline and jest. Again, we turn from the meanest of jobs scrubbing floors, to do delicate mapping, and while staying in for being naughty, we study the abstractions of Military Law.

On the whole, I am fortunate to be where I am, and happy sometimes, as when I think it is a life pleasing to you & Father and the Fatherland.

All the love of the whole heart of your 

Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Saturday Aft., 2 April (1916)  Y.M.C.A. (Romford)

My own dear Mother, 

You have indeed written long & frequent letters, and I am not worthy to receive them. I was agitated when you mentioned visiting new Houses, but your next letter says you have not given notice. What manner of houses are these which you have seen?

It is very disappointing to know that Colin is not even trying for the Exam. I get on well enough in our Exams having high and very high marks in Musketry, Reconnaissance, and Drill  full marks for Drill  

But in Military Law I came pretty low!

I am sending you a sketch done by Muff-Ford in the Canteen the other day, struck off in 10 mins. while we had our coffee. I think the resemblance to Father in youth is traced with something like divination. I find my nose growing alarmingly amorphous with my advancing years. Anyhow it is not exactly a weak face: and that is all I am concerned to know. (Note I wear my hair 1/2 in. long now.)

Muff-Ford has studied Art in many branches at the Polytechnic for 3 years. He is of German birth, and has altered his name. I like him well.

As you see he has a clever eye and a cunning hand, but he is by far the slowest-mover at drill in all the Platoon. And he is punctiliously unpunctual.

Last night I saw the Zeppelin! Lights out was ordered while we were undressing. Then soon after, our room being over the Guard Room, we heard the sentry cry There she is! Guard  turn out! It was larger than I thought they appeared, and just then was heading straight for us!

Half a dozen Searchlights concentrated on it, & kept it lighted up, tho it was moving fast. Suddenly a furious cannonade set up from below, and the shells burst in scores around it, but none seemed to touch the Gasbag. Some burst about 3 miles behind!! The beast looked frightened somehow; nosed about as if lost, turned eastward, inclined steeply upward, and vanished behind a cloud. Now, the sky seemed cloudless & all stars of ordinary size were clear. I quite think the vapour was of its own producing. Anyhow the searchlights lost it, the firing ceased, and it was all over. I cant say I saw any bombs fall tho we thought we heard the peculiar noise of them. We turned out on the Parade Ground, but were sent back to bed by the Major. About midnight I heard four more gun-shots, but nothing was to be seen. London was not touched by bombs but our brute got very near. In fact we actually saw its turningback. Altogether a highly entertaining 15 minutes.

Bugles are now sounded at the proper times. We have also our Drum & Fife Band as well as the Regimental. A thrilling affair. The sound, together with the gallant bearing of the twenty fifers, has finally dazzled me with Military Glory.

The fifers are worthy to rank with the demented violins that make Queens Hall to spin round as a top, and with the Cathedral Choir that pierces thro the heights of heaven. Sweetly sing the fifes as it were great charmed birds in Arabian forests. And the drums pulse fearfullyvoluptuously, as great hearts in death.



I have hopes that you are now as well as when I was Home. Is it even so? Is Harold better than when in London? In truth, I am perfectly well, tho during last week the cold clawed up my throat effectively, every night & morning!



Everlasting Love from your own Wilfred No individual importance to be given to Hieroglyphics in last Letter!

Shall spend week-end on Notes.


To Susan Owen

Wed. (14 April 1916)  Y.M.C.A. (Romford)

Dearest Mother, 

I have a few minutes. They shall be Yours.

Yesterday we had an Oral Exam, in the form of an Interview with a no. of Officers. Apparently I made a satisfactory impression. I answered successfully the 3 Questions put to me. We also had another Written Exam, in which I have done pretty well, being above the average, and top of my Room. I can never beat a young blood of 17, but as he is going into the Scots Guards, and the Army is his family profession I am not annoyed. I have frequent tiffs with this Johnny, and call him the Scarlet Cockatoo, and the Crimson Toucan variously.

I was suddenly struck the other day to realize that my Section, thrown together by pure chance, contains some desirable fellows. First Muff Ford, Artist: then a Journalist & Reporter, then an Actor, now well established, tho quite young, and taking no end of money. He has promised me a job after the War, at £5. to £6. a week! He is a gentleman, and loves his profession. I wonder?

Then Briggs, of the 5th Manchester, chemical student at Leeds. He is quite my closest chum: a boy of admirable industry in work, inquiring mind, a hater of swank, malice, and all uncharitableness, and very Provincial.

This spark King, poetical aspirant, Public School Exhibitioner in Classics, sportsman, gamester, wag, has something of a Set about him.

I am partly of them, but my variable moods, and relapses into solemnity, wont do for them.

There are rumours of Week-end Leave.

I am anxious to know Harolds movements. Are you going to take Mary to Manchester? Now, have you quite got over the Chest Troubles, and is the weakness nearly gone? Nothing could possibly have put me into so fit a state as this Army Trade. You must be duly glad; Father should indeed crow. Is he quite well? Would Mary write?



All my love. Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday Evening (8 May 1916)  Canteen  Romford 

My own dear Mother, 

I safely received, first the Letter containing 10/- then the Parcel with Key, Frankincense of Araby and the Mexic Nutriment. Hearty & true thanks for all.

We had our Final Exam, on Friday, and I am sending the Papers together with the Syllabus, which Father will be interested to read  and which Colin may be, may not. I am confident enough of a Pass: and although the Time was too short (2 hrs) for so very extensive questions, I got in something for every one of the 10 Questions, which is more than certain men did.

When you have seen them, please drop the Papers in my Desk or thereabouts.

I didnt know the Seatons were moving, emigrating, Simple-Life-

Campaigning, absconding, or whatever is it?

Very distressing about the Lawrences.

What of new about Childe Colin? I fear the needle of his Ambition, having no Pole, must be sought in a Haystack.

We have to go back to Camp on Monday! There are a number of Tents now standing: perhaps for us! I have not been to Hornchurch this Afternoon, but finding a well-furnished Room over a Tea Shop here vacant (of all but sleeping Artists), there remained; and, on the strength of Coffee, read, the whole afternoon. Yesterday aft. Briggs took me to the Romford Baths. There I proved two things: first that there is no ill effect of cold water within 20 minutes of a big meal; second that one touch of Natures garb makes the whole world kin:  

Since, the Entrance being twopence, the place was beswarmed with swart pestiferous brats: at the same time there were two Guards Officers (potential) and one gilt youth with £2000 a year of his own: from which I deduce that there are two things, and no more, which cause distinctions to disappear from between men: they are Animal Sports and Mortal Danger. And neither Religion, nor Love, nor Charity, nor Community of Interests, nor Socialism, nor Conviviality can do it at all.

Knowing well how well you are remembering me tonight, I say Goodnight, with all my love, and many prayers.



Your Wilfred x 


To Tom Owen

Monday 10p m. (18 June 1916)  

Manchester Regiment 5th Battalion 

My dear Father,

I got everything done in London in good time. I even got the strap changed at Gamages.

Got a car from Milford to the Camp 2 or 3 miles off: a vast affair on the top of a hill with Pines interspersed among the Huts. The Officers Huts form a big settlement apart. I was introduced by Briggs to the Adjutant, who shook hands and left me to my own devices.

Supper was an informal meal today. I was helped to an enormous portion of pies and things. The Band meanwhile played outside. I need Camp Tackle, but have been provided for tonight.

I know nothing of the officers, other than our Set of Artists, and nothing of my duties. The men seem a fairly superior crowd.

The site is delightful for a Camp; but we are all confined in it.

My fellow-traveller the Sculptor saw me in the Train at Wolverhampton and moved to my Compartment for the rest of the journey.

I shall have more time and more impressions in a few days. Tonight I feel as if I had left Home about 7 days ago!

Fondest love to all,  Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Saturday (19 June 1916)  

Manchester Regiment 5th Battalion My Room 

My own dear Mother, 

I quite hope for your letter tomorrow morning. I am an exile here, suddenly cut off both from the present day world, and from my own past life. I feel more in a strange land than when arriving at Bordeaux!

It is due to the complete newness of the country, the people, my dress, my duties, the dialect, the air, food, everything.

I am marooned on a Crag of Superiority in an ocean of Soldiers.

I have had chiefly General Duties so far, such as Supernumerary Officer to the Battalion, Company Orderly Officer (today) etc.

The generality of men are hard-handed, hard-headed miners, dogged, loutish, ugly. (But I would trust them to advance under fire and to hold their trench;) blond, coarse, ungainly, strong, unfatigueable, unlovely, Lancashire soldiers, Saxons to the bone.

But I dont know the individuals of my platoon.

Some are overseas men who have seen fighting.

Had to assist inspection of kit, this morning.

I see a toothbrush and a box of polish missing. I demand in a terrible voice Wheres your TOOTH-BRUSH? and learn that the fellow has just returned from overseas! Somewhere in France is never heard here. All our draughts go to Egypt; thence to Mesopotamia. I am glad.

One of our officers at Mess has been wounded.

There is none of that Levity amongst us which prevailed in the Artists.

The Sub. has a stiffish days work: has to do the Third Physical Training (i e. most strenuous) at 6.15, carries pack on parade & march, and has a good deal of responsibility, writing, and ceremonial to fetter him. I had the misfortune to walk down the road to some Camp Shops when the men were at large: and had to take millions of salutes.

I have nearly got together my Camp effects, Bed, chair, wash-stand, etc. all necessary here.

Shall be glad of socks as soon as you can send them. Would you include my enamel mug, left on my dressing table.

My servant has nothing else to do but serve, so that is satisfactory.

If I am not pleased, say with my bed, I send him to change it at the shops. He is indispensable for taking my messages & reports to the Orderly Room.

Frankly, I dont like the C.O. nor does anybody, except one major, his sole friend. But never fear, we shant go out under him.

I like my Company Commander, a Lieut., and nearly all the rest.

The doctor cured my deafness, by syringing, yesterday.

Five of us, how chosen I dont know, took the Army Exam, to qualify for Service, yesterday. There is more on Monday. Briggs did not take it.

I am staying in this week-end, in my new chair, having no pocket money whatever.

Coxs were 6 weeks in opening their account with the fellows in my room!

My most irksome duty is acting Taskmaster while the tired fellows dig: the most pleasant is marching home over the wild country at the head of my platoon, with a flourish of trumpets, and an everlasting roll of drums.  



Your own boy Wilfred x 

How I miss the delightful time you gave me at home is not for me to think of now.


To Susan Owen

Sunday Evening (20 June 1916)  

Manchester Regiment 5th Battalion 

Dearest Mother, 

Your Thursday Parcel arrived only this morning. Many loving thanks for the Chocs. But you really mustnt send any more. I fare sumptuously every day.

This afternoon I borrowed a (very groggy) bicycle and rode through Godalming to Guildford, in perfect weather. I accomplished being alone, and conversed with no creature all the five hours. Guildford is an old town of great charm, with suggestions of Shrewsbury. I had tea in an old casement overlooking the High Street: a real old lattice Bay, no shams: I remained there an hour longer so pleasant was the place.

One of the dear old Houses took fire yesterday, and the ruins were still smoking.

I thought of you at tea in the Garden, scarcely able to believe I was with you seven days ago.

Alas! I feel, as well as appear, a different being, here & in uniform, from the lounger on divans, the reader of verse, the runner of dogs on racecourses, the midday riser...

Guildford seems to exist in another age than Buildwas & Much Wenlock.

It is a rather peculiar type of country, neither mountain nor plain.

There were some lovely bits of road, field, cottage, and street. As I was coming back the footpaths undulated with saluting arms.

I am Orderly Officer tomorrow, and intend to make a rumpus about untidy huts. My Sergeant-Major is a young fellow, of capacity. He marches at my side, & very priceless he is.

I am perfectly well, not a bit worried or overworked: though I trod on knife-edges at the first.  

Your very own W.E.O.



I dont yet want Pyjamas, but shall I think. There are rumours of moving Camp to Formby Lancs!


To Susan Owen

Sunday (3 July 1916)  Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion 

Dearest of Mothers, 

I could have gone to London from Sat. Evening to Monday Morning, but having nothing in particular to go for, didnt. I made my usual sally into Guildford, however, and had a happy enough ramble around Thorpes Bookshelves, and the Town and the little River, where there are Punts and Canoes. It is hardly wide enough for sculls.

I think I told you about my Course at Aldershot, beginning on the 11th. It may be postponed, for another course which a party of officers & men have to go to somewhere else. I have had both parcels. No hurry about the Music. I shant be able to play till next Sunday now! (I may get a long week-end, starting next Friday.)

I am sending the Cheque to whats-is-name, in Coventry.

I am glad you are able to realize my signature in Shrewsbury. I shall try to send one weekly.

I have now enough Socks till Winter thanks! They fit very parfitly. lines omitted)

(The way they have in the Army is not My way, saith the Lord of Hosts.)

I am commanding numbers of wounded men, now restored. It gives me a great deal of pain to speak severely to them, as now and again need is.

I am beginning to pick out the Intelligent, and the Smart laads from amongst the uncouth and ungainly. But I have no individual dealings. My Servant is a Grandfather, with medals of old wars, and sons fighting. I had the Leave Party to conduct to the Station the other day.

Poor old man, my servant, had to fall out of the march! Waiting for the train I had more individual dealings, & was wondering whether it would be unwise to give my men some cigarettes, but deciding not to, when one of the Underage came to me with an offering of apples!!

Poor penniless school boy! But you must not think there was anything but ingenuousness. These Lancashires are extraordinarily open, honest, and incapable of strategy. I often have a Platoon completely to myself on the Moors. Red-Hats gallop up to us at startling speed, or sometimes whizz up in Motors, but they never stay long, or criticise. We have been expecting the King to visit our trenches, and have worked overtime every day this week. Our anxiety begins again tomorrow! I give an extra ten minutes to shaving every morning in consequence. It is most annoying.

It seems to me many months since I left Shrewsbury. I am tempted to run up for a week-end, but dont really think of it next week. I was so happy to learn that your motor-smash came to no harm, and the imagination of what might have taken place was so intolerable that I dismissed it from my mind effectively. I am now given to think that I shant go out for several months.

Your very own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

(7 July 1916) 2nd. Lieut. W. E. S. Owen attached to 25 Middlesex  Regt., Talavera Barracks, Aldershot 

Dearest Mother, 

I have just arrived. It is an old style Barracks, about as old as the Battle of T! And the regiment is a Regular. This with the mere name of Aldershot makes it quite like my old ideas of ARMY. It is the finishing touch in my transformation into a Soldier.

I share a room with a Lt. from Witley who travelled with me, but is not from the Manchesters.

I returned from London (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

Wed. (13 July 1916) Aldershot 

Dearest Mother, 

Brief Note (wish my Musketry Notes were as brief) with 

(1) My Love.

(2) Request that you will rout out my Musketry Note Book from the Cupboard of the Bookcase. It is a shiny black book with purple edges.

Include a letter to save your stamps and my disappointment.

I am anxious to be told truthly that your rheumatism is once again gone from you.

We are having horrible cold wet times.

I was so annoyed with the High Church Divinity Student who shared my Room, not because of his Divinity, but by reason of his dogmatic, pig-headed, preachifying, self-sufficient manners and domineering tone, that I gave instructions to my servant this morning to move all my furniture into another Room, which I discovered in the Barracks.

I am now alone and in peace.

I could tell by the shape of the mans head that he was a dogged dogmatic dog.

A Parson is a Lamb in a drawing room, but a Lion in the Vestry, said Keats. In a Bedroom and arrayed as an Officer, he is an Ass in Lion s Clothing.

(The origin of our Quarrel was his insistence on singing Rag-Times, and my commanding him to shut his mouth.)

Always your Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

(? 23 July 1916)  Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion 

My dearest Mother, 

Monday evening, so this should get to you by Wed. I had a shock on arriving. Three of the Artists are now in France!!! But Briggs is left in Aldershot, and ray happening to be there was the reason, I suppose, that I was not sent. I think it is necessary to tell you this, in case you should be too surprised if I went next week. Mind, I havent the slightest intimation, but this disappearance of Foster, Jubb and Crampton is a warning.

At present I parade as Company Commander of B Company, a Captains job! I am also in tonights orders as Fire Officer of the Battalion. Fortunately two fires which raged in the scrub last night were just too soon to bother me. I am also detailed for some Lectures on Gas, in which certain officers are initiated into many secrets. I may, thus, become Gas Officer.

I cant promise anything about next week-end.

In the train from Aldershot, (I did not taxi) I met W.., the man from my Room who has just married. His wife insisted that I should go to supper with them in their cottage, near the Camp. The mad thing doted over me all evening. I shall never go there again. Poor W...!

I might have taken a later train from Reading, for no one looked for me till Sunday Morning, when I led my Company to Church Parade (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

(Early August 1916) Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion 

Dearest Mother, 

Most desperating! No help! Must go and fire a Course near Aldershot!

There are a number of men, N.C.Os and two Officers, of whom I am the Senior. We have to march there, a performance which I grow weak to think of. But it will be some solace to know that the Halts and Halting Places are of my own sweet choice.

166 men are going on Draft tomorrow, but the two conducting officers are coming back. There will be scarcely any men left to us!

I am now as well up in Gas Warfare as can be. It is some satisfaction to feel knowing in these matters, because I am sure it will be used more and more.

Gregg and I have devised a slight improvement in the P.H. Helmet, but it is not worth noising abroad since the Helmet is really out of date now, displaced by  But, here I am beginning to Leak information, (when I have to read daily a solemn W.O. Letter, saying that no talk of the War is ever to be indulged in, even in private letters and so on!)

I had command of a Party firing on the Range with Gas Helmets on.

One old blitherer let his bullet off by accident, but as it hit no one, I was not interested to follow its course.

We had a Concert for the men yesterday, and the gay ladies could not be got out of our Mess Room till 12.30 a m! And we set out on our march every morning at 7.

We had a fearful field-day yesterday, too. Luckily we attacked a Lake, where there was bathing afterwards.

I found a sandy cove for myself, inhabited only by a solitary, mysterious kind of boy. It turned out he was Portuguese, a noble, whose father is in the suite of the exiled King.

There was something in our Orders about a bicycle stolen from a P.O. I did not heed it, but perhaps it was Leslies!

I search your envelopes in vain for W.O. s!

I have long ceased to look for Colins letter, tho certain smudges on the envelope aroused my suspicions of his handwriting.

Do be careful to avoid unnecessary movement as the military phrase goes.

The adjutant encourages me to believe in Long Leave next Fortnight.

I dont know my address, but it wont be Talavera.



Your lovingest Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sat. Night (23 August 1916)  Mytchett Musketry Camp 

Dearest of Mothers, 

Just had your Letter which came, as you designed, tonight. It came refreshingly, comparable to the cool rain that broke over this desert this evening.

I have just been to Aldershot for my bicycle only to find it was waiting up here, 200 yds. from Camp.

For having displeased the Brigade Musketry Officer, all officers were confined to Camp till 6 this evening. Chief cause of our Strafing: bad Marking behind the Butts. But I am not concerned with marking.

I am well punished, because I gave my men 2 hours extra drill this morning; not in punishment, but because they have been detailed for Guard tonight, and most have never fixed Bayonets in their life.

My own shooting, alas, is the least of my cares. But it is a bit of a worry, because, in duty bound, one strafes the men for bad shooting, and is never sure of not doing worse than the worst of them. They keep a relentless watch on my Target. I have so far got a Pass every day, but I only do well in Rapid! I can get off 5 rounds in 30 secs, scoring 3  bulls and 2 inners, 17 marks out of 20. If allowed more time I do less well. It is an interesting point of my psychological erraticness.

There is no chance of next week-end. Excellent news of dear old W.H.O. No more now but this x.  ...  



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Tuesday (16 August 1916)  (Mytchett Musketry Camp)

Dearest My Mother, 

Just a scrap to thank for your letter just arrived tonight. I was so busy that I scrawled notes over the envelope before ever I opened it!

This Napoleonic Work will stop on Sat. Meanwhile I have just scraped enough points to be a 1st Class Shot.

Most of the men are 2nd Class and more are 3rd.

But then 9 of them have defective eyesight.

We were caught in Monsoonal Rains this afternoon, and my poor troops were wet to the bone. (But I had my Trench Coat.) It was the first time I had seen these men really cheerful. British troops are beyond my understanding. On a bright warm day they are as dull and dogged as November.

There is a Rumour that all the Manchesters move to Newhaven on the 28th.



Yours ever W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Monday Evening 9 p in (22 August 1916)  (Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion)

My own sweet Mother, 

What an age since we were at supper yesterday!

At Tamworth there was an hour to wait on the miserable little Station, so I wandered into the old Town to try and look up my old friend Lord Marmion. There was a low, glamorous Moon and to see any strange place by a vague moon, for an hour, is better than a weeks stay there; and I was already tuned up to an emotion not pitched in keys of moon or castles....

Sure enough I found Tamworth Castle, and was informed by the policeman that Lord Marmion had lorded it there. I was an event of much perplexity to the Bobby, and he shadowed my rubber heels all the way back to the station.

I was conscious during all this venture of a very peculiar odour following me and was so sure I had never smelled it before that I began to seek about for some local phenomena.

But it was only that Quinine uncorking itself in my pocket!

We were an hour late at Euston, so I was a bitter mixture of sleep, quinine, and panic.

There were no taxis.

At last I held up a Growler and pushed on for Waterloo.

The dawn broke as I crossed the Bridge, and the Dome, and the East End showed so purply against the orange infinite EAST that in my worship there was no more care of trains, adjutants, or wars.

Thus I caught that train by 1 1/2 mins. From Milford, I pushed on to the Camp by motor miraculously waiting at the station; and had plenty of time for a second breakfast and shave.

I was on Bomb Throwing with real live Mills Grenades.

I went to sleep in a safe spot when I had thrown my own; but the noise was too frightful to go on. After lunch I fell asleep; and remained so long after the rest had fallen in! But none noticed me! Arriving back in Camp I was called upon suddenly to lecture on Discipline. I was now feeling rotten; but I thought obedience in this case would make a good opening verse for the Lecture; and so it did.

I am Orderly Officer tomorrow, which means work up to midnight.

Father please excuse. I had plenty to breakfast on in the train, and am sorry I panicked about the drinks.

As you may know, there was a General Mobilization on Sunday, and a longer leave would have been cut short in any case! Their Sunday was spoilt here: they were in perfect readiness to march off: officers snatched rifles for themselves, and packed their pockets with Rations.

All for the N. Sea Bubble.

No more now!  



Your Wilfred 


To Colin Owen

23 August 1916  Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion 

Dearest Colin, 

I was frightfully disappointed to miss you: and I spent all the time scheming to get you over. Somehow my plans found no favour with Father or Mother.

There is none else can thwart me.

I noted all you said in your last letter and remember those words before the best things I have read.

There are changes happening daily, but I remain. Briggs went this morning to be attached to another Regiment; no choice of his.

One or two are trying for the R. Flying Corps. Shall I? I think so.

Of the last Draught that went out, men I had helped to train, some are already fallen. Your tender age is a thing to be valued and gloried in, more than many wounds.

Not only because it puts you among the Elders and the gods, high witnesses of the general slaughter, being one of those for whom every soldier fights, if he knew it; your Youth is to be prized not because your blood will not be drained, but because it is blood; and Time dare not yet mix into it his abominable physic.

Only, all bright mettle rusts in the open air.

Dont rust rustically.

Love Nature more than the Country, and know that to be natural is not to be countrified.

False men grow in the country more commonly than in the Town, for they are often turnips in disguise.

Your farmering is not without its dangers.

For me, Germans, Turks, and mysterious spiritual devils, For Harold, Torpedoes and dark deeds in evil ports, For You, the hob-nobbing with cattle and carrots, and the deep sleep after over-labour.

Meanwhile, however, get the highest profit of happiness out of your present job.

Let your hands be gloved with the dust of earth, and your neck scarved with the brown scarf of sunshine.

This is not poetry which I write, but the Sun is, and the earth may be.

Write very soon.

Look to me for counsel in all affairs of thought and learning; but look to your early self for a prototype of sweetness and good living.

This is no sermon, but a substitute.

If you should straitway go and be baptised in your Bethel or Ebeneezer Place, I would never wash my beard more.

Cheery-ho!



 Your own, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sunday 27 August (1916)  Manchester Regiment, 5th Battalion 

My dearest Mother, 

Your letter came on Sat. Night. We do have a Sunday Post.

You need not be anxious about Final Leave coming yet.

The C.O. himself told me on Thursday that he was putting me down for the New Battalion, so that I am not being kicked out of the Manchester, whatever happens. The C.O. appears to have found my work  or my person  not too offensive to him.

There is only one other of the Artist Batch now left, and he has not been told he is to remain on the New Staff. Briggs awoke one morning and found himself gone. He is attached to some Lancashire Regt. and goes out in a months time.

I was on the point of sending in an application for the R. Flying Corps, when, at tea, the C.O. spoke to me about being kept on.

I said I thank you, sir, being an Englishman.

But I still have a big idea of turning to Flight.

It is not quite a determination, or I might say it would certainly come about.

There are ways and means, and I will work them, if I decide to.

On Tuesday I am going up to London, on Dental Leave, in order to see a high official at the War Office. Nothing succeeds in Aerial Matters without some boldness. So I am starting well.

I have not sent in my application for Transfer, as, once I did so, I should commit myself to the C.Os eternal displeasure.

Now what do you think about it?

Flying is the only active profession I could ever continue with enthusiasm after the War.

Once a certified pilot, the pay is £350. The Training lasts three months.

By Hermes, I will fly. Though I have sat alone, twittering, like even as it were a sparrow upon the housetop, I will yet swoop over Wrekin with the strength of a thousand Eagles, and all you shall see me light upon the Racecourse, and marvelling behold the pinion of Hermes, who is called Mercury, upon my cap.

Then I will publish my ode on the Swift.

If I fall, I shall fall mightily. I shall be with Perseus and Icarus whom I loved; and not with Fritz, whom I did not hate. To battle with the Super-Zeppelin, when he comes, this would be chivalry more than Arthur dreamed of.

Zeppelin, the giant dragon, the child-slayer, I would happily die in any adventure against him....

But I am terrified of Fritz, the hideous, whom I do not hate.

Fondest wishes for a fine old Aberystwithian Holiday.



Your own Wilfred x 

The 5th. won most points of all the Regiments; and so gains the Cup, in Saturdays Sports.


To Susan Owen

Friday (Early September 1916) Witley 

Dearest Mother, 

I feel myself to be in a Passage when to think much about you in your merry days at the mouth of Ystwith would be more than I could cope with. I am harassed with events.

I went to London on Tues, saw the Authorities and had my name put down with certain particulars. I was told by the Major that I had every chance, but the regular Transfer Papers (almost as exciting as those sold at 4 a penny) must go through my Division. My C.Os signature is necessary. The Adjutant said he would sign it on Thursday. At tea the C.O. severely refused, on the ground that I could not be spared from the Regiment. And indeed he had put me down on the Posted Staff, a favour shared by none of the Artists and only half of the old officers. I am on the Musketry Company, so my D did it, and your earnest behests are now fulfilled. I am even as your Type, Fred Oliver.

On the strength of my good success at the R.F.C. H.Q. I had that old vicious tooth drawn by my kind dentist; saving half a guinea.

At tea today I was alone with the C.O. and succeeded in making him promise to sign my application for Transfer, and that without losing his favour!! He was frightfully decent about it. I was tickled at the idea that you & Father required time to consider: that it came as too great a surprise to be grasped. But the whole thing in modem public (I wont say Business) life is instant adaptation to the Fittest Environment. I have not gone about this affair without a great deal of strain of mind, &  the more so that everything in the Battalion is upside down. The 5  & 7 Manch: are amalgamated with us today. You cant imagine what a panic it causes. But for one thing let us be proud. The old Fifth keeps its name, & is the nucleus of the whole new Battalion. Alas some of my men, whom I know, and who know me are sent to another Regt. to be drafted to France immediately. It is most disheartening. The Rumpus will soon settle down. Leave should then be more frequent.

G.  Thomas sent me this tonight.

Leslie is likely to get a Sedentary Flying Commission.

Goodbye, Darling Mother. Have a good time.



Your very own Wilfred x 


To Tom Owen

Wednesday (15 September 1916) Witley 

Dearest Mother, 

News! The Battalion moves North next week:  the Advance Party on the 19th, the Main Body on the 20th. It is supposed that the place is near Conway N.Wales. What luck for us.

Harold came over yesterday afternoon in response to my telegram.

He came out with me on my Afternoon Work, and we had a little supper in Guildford. He stayed the night in my Hut, where I am now writing at present. He looked many tints and pounds healthier & stronger than last Winter: and we had a jolly time. If he were sure to be in London this week I would go to him on Friday, but expect Leslie and Winchester will have it! Why, from Conway I can come over on Sunday Afternoons!

I find that by todays orders I am detailed for a Sniper Course at Aldershot on the 19th. I shall probably have to go, and move North independently of all the Rumpus.

This will be quite decent and in order, especially if I travel via Shrewsbury!

I hope my last Note was forwarded from Wales.

I believe there lies in my Drawers a medium-thickness vest. Could you send it at once here?

Of course I tell you all I know as it leaks out. I only heard this bit of news quarter of an hour ago.



Your own Wilfred 

Please include in Parcel Keatss Letters. (Vol. IV & V) (in Bookcase)


To Susan Owen

(Early November 1916) Queens Hotel, Southport 

Dearest Mother, 

I shall be going to Fleetwood, on Sunday at 10 oclock as O.C.

Firing Party. I am glad to see a bit more England. I am still trying to understand the English. We shall be in easy reach of Blackpool, but I dont expect to find much time for that.

Now I most urgently want good Field Glasses  part of my Equipment. Do let me have the Zeiss (for this fortnight only.) I shall first need it on Monday, but dont think you had better send it here  but you could quite safely as a Registered Parcel to Fleetwood Post Office.

Please do!

Or could Father come over to Fleetwood with it?

I am, compared with my situation this time last year very comfortable here. I think I was inoculated about now? (three lines illegible)



Your lovingest W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday (6 November 1916)  111 Bold Street, Fleetwood 

Dearest my Mother, 

My good comrade is using my pen, so I profit by the moment of silence to pencil my Address, and my self-congratulations on being in so snug a Lodging. We are two in these Apartments as the vulgar call them.

I should have chosen Rickard before all the Battalion as it now is. But, then, I am in a Position to choose. I am O-in-C. of the Brigade Firing Point!! Long ago, I left the Platoon for the Company, then the Company for the Battalion, and now if you please the Battalion for the Brigade!!!

I shall at the Firing Point be responsible for the discipline of the 5th Manchesters, 8th Man: and all the various Lancashire Fusiliers and their officers. I have handed over the command of our own party of 120 to Rickard. Im far too important for these petty administrations!!

But it was interesting to see to their billeting when we arrived. We made the journey without worse mishap than the loss of our oil, which was certainly pinched by another Regiment.

I must have Field Glasses, (was told so by the Staff Officer at our Meeting this afternoon.) So I hope I shall find von Zeiss at the P.O. tomorrow. Anyhow I have done my best to persuade you on what dazzling an eminence they shall be worn.

Our own Major Eaton (whom you saw) is in supreme command. He is an imposing warrior, and things will go well under him. He has promised £5. (from our Funds) to be distributed to Marksmen.

Has the chair arrived? Are you any better?

I like this Digs far better than the Queens Hotel life.

It is the first time I ever shared rooms, in the Keats-Brown manner.

I confess Rickard is not kin spiritually or literarily, but actually and personally and militarily we agree famously. He has more than once been mistaken for me.

I like Fleetwood.

Have finished tonight a fine novel by Wells: which I must shake off before tomorrow. I shall go and inspect the mens billets to see if they are comfortable now.



Goodnight, dearest Mother! W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Picture postcard: Fleetwood, St. Peters Church (.Postmark 15 November 1916)  (.Postmark Fleetwood)



To this Church I took my little Family today. Lofty service, elevated singing &, the complement, a flat sermon. Have stayed in all day.

H.  G. Wells has a book (which you shall soon read) with an Oliver twist about it, but which for me knocks Oliver Twist back to workhouse readers. None of the best news from you. But it is good news of Alpenrose! Decidedly!



W.E.O.



Yes, tell Meols.


To Tom Owen

Picture postcard of Fleetwood, the Promenade and ferry 

(Postmark 14 November 1916)  (Postmark Fleetwood)



I return the Parcel as it came. Certain, is it? What a blow! I had the telegram on the Range this afternoon. The only consolations are the good scoring of the men, and this sentence which Major Eaton showed me from a letter from the General: Owen should be of great assistance to you. Didnt know he suspected my existence!



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Wednesday (23 November 1916)  111 Bold Street, Fleetwood 

Page 1 (evidently enough)

My own dear Mother, 

It must be more than the limit of a week since I wrote. The time begins to speed now that I am used to the Place, and engrossed in my work. I have a good deal of writing in the evenings. Only twice I have been to Blackpool. The first, I was utterly bored, having nothing to do.

The second, (yesterday) I scuttled about so fast that I nearly got warm.

It has been icily cold here as well as with you. The sea had not a chance of modifying influence. The east wind had the influenza. It was a draught blowing straight from continental Germany.

As I was saying I went to Blackpool with a business; to find a Trench Coat for your entreaties helped me to decide. I stand glued to one spot for just 6 hours. Luckily my attention is also glued, or I should gnaw my head off. I can of course always gnaw my lunch; and no man smiles when I shout Sheesh Fire!!! and score a bull with explosive crumbs.

Major Eaton and I tried a shot ourselves this morning, each pretty nervous of the other. We both scored dead central Bulls with five shots in a 4 in. group!! (a 12 in. group would Pass). So if we didnt wink at each other exactly, we certainly smiled in our innards.

Whittaker turned up to see us this morning. I was very glad to see him. He says the Egyptian Draft is washed out. Did I tell you my name was down as a Candidate? There is a rumour of India for the whole Brigade. Whittaker has been offered a (real) Staff Job at Altcar School of Instruction. Before I left, several wounded but fit officers went on a Course to Altcar, and I thought they might have returned to take my old place. But it hasnt happened yet. Meanwhile I am snug enough at Fleetwood, (barring the day-time!) Major Eaton is awfully decent to me. The cooking improves with encouragement. I have a practically perfect orderly, and another willing body-servant on the Range. Best of all I have your letters unfailingly, and feel a sort of desperate joy in delaying answers without being scolded. I feel sick of any sort of prose.

On the other hand, I have suddenly seen what I wanted to do with that War Ballad, and indeed finished it on Sunday to my content. You shall have it in our next. I havent seen LAmour in print. I dont like Print, now that I see what a dead letter it is to all these living men about me. You shall rather send my stuff to Helen Bowick, for Recitation.

They would not have it in Y.M. Theyd find it blasphemous, I not doubt.

I want to see Leslies last, but cant get Young Men here. Young men nowadays dont exist, quite right too. We are youths, lads, fellows, pals, chaps, comrades, boys, blokes if you will, but not your Young Men.

I have quite a veneration for Charles Chaplin by the way. Made me laugh almost as much as H. G. Wells. I have not read the books you mention.

Am so glad you quite like the Chair.

If I had missed the S. of France by having a chill I would wear 

Jaegers sackcloth ever after. I did indeed venture to put on a rough vest, 6 ins. thick which I rashly bought in Guildford. (Rashly indeed.)

I was quite unnerved by it. It seemed to draw the blood to the head.

I am perfectly well, as you have had ample assurance from the postman s back lately.  



Your veriest own lovingest Wilfred x 

I do not enquire after you, like a next door neighbour. Nor after our sick neighbours for they are not of my generation, even as Keith Lawrence is not.


To Susan Owen

Monday (S December 1916)  Queens Hotel, Southport 

We all came down on Sunday Morning. I am back at the Queens in a rather poor little room at the top.

I am stuck on the new Musketry Party, firing at Crossens, where we march out every morning, about 3 miles, starting at 7.15. It is a bitter change from the good times at Fleetwood. Major Eaton is not our Commandant, but Major Melville, a snotty, acid, scot, impatient, irritated wretch. Nothing will run smoothly while his voice files the air. He is Melvilles Scotch Whiskey.

On Sunday I was very miserable for some reason, but I went round to Averys to tea: and amused myself not badly with their pianola. It is an amusing toy, but not worth a street fiddle for melody.

Mrs. Avery is the type of woman who interests herself in the amatory welfare of her young friends. She has by her own suggestion entirely, arranged a meeting with two girls on Thursday.

All Leave except under exceptional circumstances is stopped by the Brigade until further notice. It may mean a move of the Brigade.... abroad??

There is also a rumour of 7 days work a week. Sickening!

Really, you might, some of you come up here for a week-end. Considering how little you are deterred by travelling expenses, the one nuisance with most People, I cant understand why you dont. Stay at the Averys, hospitable folk! Sno good, I cant come.

I have Pharyngitis again to a ticklish extent, tho my throat is not in any way painful or swollen. I am to have it cauterised.

I am sad these days for some reason.

Am I getting fed up with England?

I was today!

Saw Col. Ridge yesterday. He was very nice, and is going to mention the R.F.C. Transfer to the Brigadier.

I knew Father would strafe me about the mutilated Case. I can get a new Revolver at that Rogues price, in my own Armoury.

Dearest loves to all, Your W.E.O.xx 


To Susan Owen

(29 December 1916)  Hotel Metropole, Folkestone 

Just put up here. Train was wickedly late. I travelled in Guards van. Sitting in the Guards Nook I narrowly escaped being smashed by a passing Goods train. Some loose timber hit the coach just above my head. It awoke me with a big shock. This caused our train to stop a long while: I believe in order to telephone about the dangerous goods train.

I got the Hat Cover and spent half-an-hour finding a suitable pen at Waverley House.

I went an hour early to Charing Cross, in case Harold should be there.

He came quarter of an hour before we started, and made the journey as far as London Bridge.

It was a fine thing to see him. He is translated utterly from the being he was five years ago.

Tis a glorious fellow.

At Folkestone here I met a Canadian Doctor who seems to be the only other on the train reporting tomorrow. He took me to the best Hotel, where we are sharing a magnificent room.

There is a Boat at 11.30 a.m. More I know not.



Your W.E.O.


1917

[image: img37.jpg]


To Susan Owen

1 January 1917 (France)

My own dearest Mother, 1.30 p m. 

I have just received Orders to take the train at Étaples, to join the 2nd Manchesters. This is a Regular Regiment, so I have come off mighty well. The original Party from the 5th has in the last 2 days got completely dissolved, and as far as I know I am the only one for this Regt. It is a huge satisfaction to be going among well-trained troops and genuine real-old Officers.

I dont pretend it was more than hazard that detailed me to this Battalion; but it is all very mysterious.

I got my Baggage before bed-time.

I have not alas! had any letter from you or anyone.

I think l/2nd Manchester should find me. But dont send any goods yet.

This is a sort of Hotel Camp where none stay more than 2 or 3 days!

I have not been uncomfortable so far, with a tent to myself, and with a diligent Orderly.

This morning I was hit! We were bombing and a fragment from somewhere hit my thumb knuckle. I coaxed out 1 drop of blood. Alas! no more!!

There is a fine heroic feeling about being in France, and I am in perfect spirits. A tinge of excitement is about me, but excitement is always necessary to my happiness.

I dont think it is the real front Im going to.

If on my Field Post Card I cross out I am being sent down to the base with a double line  - then I shall actually be at the Front.

Cant believe it.

Nor must you.

Now I must pack.  Your own Wilfred xx 


To Susan Owen

4 January 1917  Address. 2nd Manchester Regt B.E.F.

My own dear Mother, 

I have joined the Regiment, who are just at the end of six weeks rest.

I will not describe the awful vicissitudes of the journey here. I arrived at Folkestone, and put up at the best hotel. It was a place of luxury  inconceivable now  carpets as deep as the mud here  golden flunkeys; pages who must have been melted into their clothes and expanded since; even the porters had clean hands. Even the dogs that licked up the crumbs had clean teeth.

Since I set foot on Calais quays I have not had dry feet.

No one knew anything about us on this side, and we might have taken weeks to get here, and must have, but for fighting our way here.

I spent something like a pound in getting my baggage carried from trains to trains.

At the Base, as I said, it was not so bad. We were in the camp of Sir Percy Cunynghame, who had bagged for his Mess the Duke of Connaughts chef.

After those two days, we were let down, gently, into the real thing, Mud.

It has penetrated now into that Sanctuary my sleeping bag, and that holy of holies my pyjamas. For I sleep on a stone floor and the servant squashed mud on all my belongings; I suppose by way of baptism. We are 3 officers in this Room, the rest of the house is occupied by servants and the band; the roughest set of knaves I have ever been herded with. Even now their vile language is shaking the flimsy door between the rooms.

I chose a servant for myself yesterday, not for his profile, nor yet his clean hands, but for his excellence in bayonet work. For the servant is always at the side of his officer in the charge and is therefore worth a dozen nurses. Alas, he of the Bayonet is in the Bombing Section, and it is against Regulations to employ such as a servant. I makeshift with another.

Everything is makeshift. The English seem to have fallen into the French unhappy-go-lucky non-system. There are scarcely any houses here. The men lie in Bams.

Our Mess Room is also an Ante and Orderly Room. We eat & drink out of old tins, some of which show traces of ancient enamel. We are never dry, and never off duty.

On all the officers faces there is a harassed look that I have never seen before, and which in England, never will be seen  out of jails. The men are just as Bairnsfather has them  expressionless lumps.

We feel the weight of them hanging on us. I have found not a few of the old Fleetwood Musketry party here. They seemed glad to see me, as far as the set doggedness of their features would admit.

I censored hundreds of letters yesterday, and the hope of peace was in every one. The Daily Mail map which appeared about Jan 2 will be of extreme interest to you.

We were stranded in a certain town one night and I saved the party of us by collaring an Orderly in the streets and making him take us to a Sergeants Mess. We were famishing, and a mug of beer did me more good than any meal I ever munched. The place was like a bit of Blighty, all hung with English Greetings and Mistletoe.

As I could I collected accoutrement, some here, some there, and almost am complete: Steel Helmets, & Gas; improved Box Respirator, and cetera.

The badge of the Regt. is some red tabs on the shoulder thus I scarcely know any of the officers. The senior are old regulars. The younger are, several, Artists! In my room is an Artist of the same school as I passed. He is also a fine water-colour sketcher. I may have time to write again tomorrow. I have not of course had anything from you.

I am perfectly well and strong, but unthinkably dirty and squalid.

I scarcely dare to wash.

Pass on as much of this happy news as may interest people.

The favourite song of the men is 



The Roses round the door 

Makes me love Mother more.



They sing this everlastingly.



I dont disagree.  

Your very own W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 7 January 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My dear dear Mother, 

It is afternoon. We had an Inspection to make from 9 to 12 this morning. I have wandered into a village cafe where they gave me writing paper. We made a redoubtable March yesterday from the last Camp to this. The awful state of the roads and the enormous weight carried, was too much for scores of men. Officers also carried full packs, but I had a horse part of the way.

It was beginning to freeze through the rain when we arrived at our tents. We were at the mercy of the cold, and, being in health, I never suffered so terribly as yesterday afternoon. I am really quite well, but have sensations kindred to being seriously ill.

As I was making my damp bed, I heard the Guns for the first time.

It was a sound not without a certain sublimity. They woke me again at 4  oclock.

We are two in a tent. I am with the Lewis Gun Officer. We begged stretchers from the doctor to sleep on. Our servant brings our food to us in our tents. This would not be so bad but for lack of water, and the intense damp cold.

I have had to censor letters by the hundred lately. They dont make inspiring reading.

This morning I have been reading Trench Standing Orders to my Platoon. (Verb. Sap.)

Needless to say I show a cheerier face to them than I wear in writing this letter; but I must not disguise from you the fact that we are at one of the worst parts of the Line.

I have lost no possessions so far; but have acquired a pair of boots and a map case (presents). And of course my valise is heavier by much dirt.

I want a Compass really more than Field Glasses.

My address is  2nd Manchester Regt. B.E.F.



I have not a word from England since I left.

I cant tell you any more Facts. I have no Fancies and no Feelings.

Positively they went numb with my feet.

Love is not quenched, except the unenduring flickerings thereof.

By your love, O Mother, O Home, I am protected from Fatigue of life and the keen spiritual Cold.



Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(9 January 1917)  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My own dear Mother, 

I forget both the day and the date. It is about the 9th. We moved further up yesterday, most of the way onBuses.

I have just had your long-looked-for letter. It seems wrong that even your dear handwriting should come into such a Gehenna as this.

There is a terrific Strafe on. Our artillery are doing a 48 hours bombardment.

At night it is like a stupendous thunderstorm, for the flashes are quite as bright as lightning.

When we arrived at this deserted Village last night, there had been no billets prepared for the Battalion  owing to misunderstanding.

Imagine the confusion!

For my part I discovered, or rather my new chosen and faithful Servant discovered a fine little hut, with a chair in it! A four-legged chair! The Roof is waterproof, and there is a Stove. There is only one slight disadvantage: there is a Howitzer just 70 or 80 yards away, firing over the top every minute or so. I cant tell you how glad I am you got me the ear-defenders. I have to wear them at night. Every time No. 2 (the nearest gun) fires, all my pharmacopæia, all my boots, candle, and nerves take a smart jump upwards. This phenomena is immediately followed by a fine rain of particles from the roof. I keep blowing them off the page.

From time to time the Village is shelled but just now nothing is coming over. Anyhow there is a good cellar close to.

I am Orderly Officer today and stamp all the Battalions letters. This has taken an age, and I have only a minute or two before I must despatch the Post.

I chose to spend an hour today behind the guns (to get used to them).

The Major commanding the Battery was very pleasant indeed. He took me to his H.Q. and gave me a book of Poems to read as if it were the natural thing to do!!

But all night I shall be hearing the fellows voice:

Number Two  FIRE!

Please send the compass: 2 Manchester Regt. B.E.F. I also need 50 Players Cigarettes & some plain chocolate. There is nothing in all this inferno but mud and thunder.

I am quite incapable of reading anything but your letters; and as you see nearly incapable of writing. Tell me every detail about Colin &

Harold that you can; and of course, I long to know everything that happens  or does not happen  at home.

Please tell Leslie & everybody that I really have not time nor wits to write to them from under the cannons mouth.

But it will lull shortly. I am quite well, and have plenty to eat.

I get more and more used to the cold and wet.

Dearest love, my sweet Mother, from your Wilfred I want a large, soft sleeping helmet and refills for the lamp.

s v.p.


To Susan Owen

10 January 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My own Mother, 

I was censoring letters all afternoon. After tea commenced a big commotion among my friendly neighbours the Howitzers, in the midst of which I wrote a distracted note to Leslie, but the concussion blew out my candle so many times that I lost heart.

I am kept pretty busy, tho there is only a short parade. The men do practically nothing all day but write letters; but officers have frequent meetings over schemes, maps, instructions, and a thousand cares.

Yesterday I took a tour into the Line which we shall occupy. Our little party was shelled going up across the open country. It was not at all frightful and only one 4.7 got anywhere near, falling plump in the road, but quite a minute after we had passed the spot. I tell you these things because afterwards they will sound less exciting. If I leave all my exploits for recitation after the war without mentioning them now, they will be appearing bomb-shell-bastic.

Now I am not so uncomfortable as last week, for my new servant who has been a chemists assistant, has turned out not only clean & smart, but enterprising and inventive. He keeps a jolly fire going; and thieves me wood with much cunning.

My Company Commander (A Company) has been out here since the beginning:tis a gentleman and an original (!)

Next in command is Heydon, whom I greatly like, and once revered as the assistant Adjutant at Witley & Oswestry.

Then come I, for the remaining subalterns are junior. I chose no. 3

Platoon. I was posted to 2, but one day I took No. 3 in tow when its officer left, because I liked the look of the men.

Even as they prophesied in the Artists, I have to take a close interest in feet, and this very day I knelt down with a candle and watched each man perform his anointment with Whale Oil; praising the clean feet, but not reviling the unclean.

As a matter of fact, my servant and one other, are the only nonverminous bodies in the platoon; not to say Licentious.

Todays letters were rather interesting. The Daddys letters are specially touching, and the number of xxx to sisters and mothers weigh more in heaven than Victoria Crosses. The Victoria Cross! I covet it not. Is it not Victorian? yah! pah!

I am not allowed to send a sketch, but you must know I am transformed now, wearing a steel helmet, buff jerkin of leather, rubberwaders up to the hips, & gauntlets. But for the rifle, we are exactly like Cromwellian Troopers. The waders are of course indispensable. In miles of trench which I waded yesterday there was not one inch of dry ground. There is a mean depth of 2 feet of water.

It seems an era since Christmas, Day, and Goose, Carols, Dickens &

Mistletoe.

Assuming the war lasts another year I should get leave twice, or three times, for we get it, or should get it every 3 months.

Be sure to have no Chloride of Lime in the house. Our water is overdosed with it enough to poison us. But in the Mess we can get Perrier fortunately.

You need not ask where I am. I have told you as far as I can. These things I need 

(1) small pair nail scissors (2) celluloid hair-pin box from Boots (9d.) with tightfitting lid, & containing boracic powder.

(3) Players Navy Cut (4)  Ink pellets (5)  Sweets (!!) (We shall not be in touch with Supplies by day)

Have no anxiety. I cannot do a better thing or be in a righter place.

Yet I am not sainted therefore, and so I beg you to annoy... for my wicked pleasure.



W.E.O. xxx 


To Susan Owen

Tues: 16 January 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My own sweet Mother, 

I am sorry you have had about 5 days letterless. I hope you had my two letters posted since you wrote your last, which I received tonight.

I am bitterly disappointed that I never got one of yours.

I can see no excuse for deceiving you about these last 4 days. I have suffered seventh hell.

I have not been at the front.

I have been in front of it.

I held an advanced post, that is, a dug-out in the middle of No Mans Land.

We had a march of 3 miles over shelled road then nearly 3 along a flooded trench. After that we came to where the trenches had been blown flat out and had to go over the top. It was of course dark, too dark, and the ground was not mud, not sloppy mud, but an octopus of sucking clay, 3, 4, and 5 feet deep, relieved only by craters full of water. Men have been known to drown in them. Many stuck in the mud & only got on by leaving their waders, equipment, and in some cases their clothes.

High explosives were dropping all around out, and machine guns spluttered every few minutes. But it was so dark that even the German flares did not reveal us.

Three quarters dead, I mean each of us 3/4 dead, we reached the dugout, and relieved the wretches therein. I then had to go forth and find another dug-out for a still more advanced post where I left 18 bombers. I was responsible for other posts on the left but there was a junior officer in charge.

My dug-out held 25 men tight packed. Water filled it to a depth of 1 or 2 feet, leaving say 4 feet of air.

One entrance had been blown in & blocked.

So far, the other remained.

The Germans knew we were staying there and decided we shouldnt.

Those fifty hours were the agony of my happy life.

Every ten minutes on Sunday afternoon seemed an hour.

I nearly broke down and let myself drown in the water that was now slowly rising over my knees.

Towards 6 oclock, when, I suppose, you would be going to church, the shelling grew less intense and less accurate: so that I was mercifully helped to do my duty and crawl, wade, climb and flounder over No Mans Land to visit my other post. It took me half an hour to move about 150 yards.

I was chiefly annoyed by our own machine guns from behind. The seeng-seeng-seeng of the bullets reminded me of Marys canary. On the whole I can support the canary better.

In the Platoon on my left the sentries over the dug-out were blown to nothing. One of these poor fellows was my first servant whom I rejected. If I had kept him he would have lived, for servants dont do Sentry Duty. I kept my own sentries half way down the stairs during the more terrific bombardment. In spite of this one lad was blown down and, I am afraid, blinded.

This was my only casualty.

The officer of the left Platoon has come out completely prostrated and is in hospital.

I am now as well, I suppose, as ever.

I allow myself to tell you all these things because I am never going back to this awful post. It is the worst the Manchesters have ever held; and we are going back for a rest.

I hear that the officer who relieved me left his 3 Lewis Guns behind when he came out. (He had only 24 hours in). He will be courtmartialled.

In conclusion, I must say that if there is any power whom the Soldiery execrate more than another it is that of our distinguished countryman.

You may pass it on via Owen, Owen.

Dont pass round these sheets but have portions typed for Leslie etc.

My previous letter to you has just been returned. It will be too heavy to include in this.



Your very own Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Friday, 19 January 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)



We are now a long way back in a ruined village, all huddled together in a farm. We all sleep in the same room where we eat and try to live.

My bed is a hammock of rabbit-wire stuck up beside a great shell hole in the wall. Snow is deep about, and melts through the gaping roof, on to my blanket. We are wretched beyond my previous imagination  but safe.

Last night indeed I had to go up with a party. We got lost in the snow. I went on ahead to scout  foolishly alone  and when, half a mile away from the party, got overtaken by 

GAS

It was only tear-gas from a shell, and I got safely back (to the party) in my helmet, with nothing worse than a severe fright! And a few tears, some natural, some unnatural.

Here is an Addition to my List of Wants:



Safety Razor (in my drawer) & Blades Socks (2 pairs)

6 Handkerchiefs Celluloid Soap Box (Boots)

Cigarette Holder (Bone, 3d. or 6d.)

Paraffin for Hair.

(I cant wash hair and have taken to washing my face with snow.)

Coal, water, candles, accommodation, everything is scarce. We have not always air! When I took my helmet off last night  O Air it was a heavenly thing!

Please thank Uncle for his letter, and send the Compass. I scattered abroad some 50 Field Post Cards from the Base, which should bring forth a good harvest of letters. But nothing but a daily one from you will keep me up.

I think Colin might try a weekly letter. And Father?

We have a Gramophone, and so musical does it seem now that I shall never more disparage one. Indeed I can never disparage anything in Blighty again for a long time except certain parvenus living in a street of the same name as you take to go to the Abbey.

They want to call No Mans Land England because we keep supremacy there.

It is like the eternal place of gnashing of teeth; the Slough of Despond could be contained in one of its crater-holes; the fires of Sodom and Gomorrah could not light a candle to it  to find the way to Babylon the Fallen.

It is pock-marked like a body of foulest disease and its odour is the breath of cancer.

I have not seen any dead. I have done worse. In the dank air I have perceived it, and in the darkness, felt. Those Somme Pictures are the laughing stock of the army  like the trenches on exhibition in Kensington.

No Mans Land under snow is like the face of the moon chaotic, crater-ridden, uninhabitable, awful, the abode of madness.

To call it England!

I would as soon call my House (!) Krupp Villa, or my child Chlorina-

Phosgena.

Now I have let myself tell you more facts than I should, in the exuberance of having already done a Bit. It is done, and we are all going still farther back for a long time. A long time. The people of England neednt hope. They must agitate. But they are not yet agitated even.

Let them imagine 50 strong men trembling as with ague for 50 hours!

Dearer & stronger love than ever. W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 4 February 1917  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

My own dear Mother, 

I am now indeed and in truth very far behind the Line; sent down to this old Town for a Course in Transport Duties. The Battalion did not get out for a rest, and since my last letter I have had another strong dose of the advanced Front Line.

To begin with, I have come out quite unhurt, except for a touch of dysentery, which is now passed, and a severe cold and cough which keep me in bed today.

I have no mind to describe all the horrors of this last Tour. But it was almost wusser than the first, because in this place my Platoon had no Dug-Outs, but had to lie in the snow under the deadly wind. By day it was impossible to stand up or even crawl about because we were behind only a little ridge screening us from the Bosches periscope.

We had 5 Tommys cookers between the Platoon, but they did not suffice to melt the ice in the water-cans. So we suffered cruelly from thirst.

The marvel is that we did not all die of cold. As a matter of fact, only one of my party actually froze to death before he could be got back, but I am not able to tell how many have ended in hospital. I had no real casualties from shelling, though for 10 minutes every hour whizz-bangs fell a few yards short of us. Showers of soil rained on us, but no fragments of shell could find us.

I had lost my gloves in a dug-out, but I found 1 mitten on the Field; I had my Trench Coat (without lining but with a Jerkin underneath.)

My feet ached until they could ache no more, and so they temporarily died. I was kept warm by the ardour of Life within me. I forgot hunger in the hunger for Life. The intensity of your Love reached me and kept me living. I thought of you and Mary without a break all the time. I cannot say I felt any fear. We were all half-crazed by the buffetting of the High Explosives. I think the most unpleasant reflection that weighed on me was the impossibility of getting back any wounded, a total impossibility all day, and frightfully difficult by night.

We were marooned on a frozen desert.

There is not a sign of life on the horizon and a thousand signs of death.

Not a blade of grass, not an insect; once or twice a day the shadow of big hawk, scenting carrion.

By degrees, day by day, we worked back through the reserve, & support lines to the crazy village where the Battalion takes breath. While in Support we inhabited vast Bosche dug-out (full of all kinds of souvenirs). They are so deep that they seem warm like mines! There we began to thaw. At last I got to the village, & found all your dear precious letters, and the parcel of good and precious things. The Lamp is perfect your Helmet is perfect, everything was perfect.

Then I had the heavenly-dictated order to proceed on a Transport Course. Me in Transports? Arent you? When I departed, the gloom among the rest of the Subs, and even among Captains, was a darkness that could be felt. They cant understand my luck.

It doesnt necessarily mean a job as Transport Officer straight away, but here I am, in a delightful old town billeted in a house with a young Scotch Officer.

True, we can get no fuel and the very milk freezes in the jug in a few minutes. True, I am sorely bruised by riding. True, this kind of Life is expensive. But I have not been so full of content since the middle of November last.

Tell Colin how we have to ride all manner of horseflesh in the School, cantering round & round for hours, without stirrups, and folding arms and doing all kinds of circus tricks.

It is very amusing  to watch.

Tomorrow I shall send a P.C. of this Town which I must not name in a letter.

Address: R.E. Section Advanced Horse Transport Depot A.P.O. S1.

BEF France.

Hope you had numerous Field P.C.s which I dropped en route to here.

The Course should last 1 month!!

Alas! I have missed your last letters. It has taken 3 days to get here.

Fondest love to all, & thanks for all their letters, 

Your own Wilfred x 

P.S. I dont at all deserve the spirited approbation which Father gives me. Though I confess I like to have his kind letters immensely. I shall read them less shame-facedly in dug-outs and trenches, than I do here in this pleasant peaceful town.

Quite 10 years ago I made a study of this town & Cathedral, in the Treasury. It is all familiar now!

Auntie Emma fairly hit it when she perceived the awful distaste underlying my accounts. Dear Aunt was ever a shrewd Doogie.

I suppose I can endure cold, and fatigue, and the face-to-face death, as well as another; but extra for me there is the universal pervasion of Ugliness. Hideous landscapes, vile noises, foul language and nothing but foul, even from ones own mouth (for all are devil ridden), everything unnatural, broken, blasted; the distortion of the dead, whose unburiable bodies sit outside the dug-outs all day, all night, the most execrable sights on earth. In poetry we call them the most glorious. But to sit with them all day, all night... and a week later to come back and find them still sitting there, in motionless groups, THAT is what saps the soldierly spirit...

Distaste? Distaste, Quotha?

I used to consider Tankerville Street ugly, but now...

Well, I easily forget the unpleasant, and, look you, I even have to write it down for the sake of future reminders, reminder of how incomparable is an innocent and quiet life, at home, of work creative or humdrum, with books or without books, moneyed or moneyless, in sunshine or fog, but under an inoffensive sky, that does not shriek all night with flights of shells.

Again I have said too much. But let me repeat that I am mighty snug here, and have a goodly prospect before me now.

I am not sorry you keep in bed from time to time, but I do hope youll soon get some sunny walks. Are you painting?

The Letter from Lancs, was from Bobby. All the brothers are in college there. Miss de la Touche is as Bobby says supposed to be boss of a Belgian Hospital in London...



Again, dearest love to all. W.E.O


To Susan Owen

(9 February 1917)  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

My own dear Mother, 

Your last letter is not numbered  dated Jan. 31. No doubt you have mine from here. No parcel yet. The back of it is all covered with Veterinary Notes which I must try to copy out. The cold almost freezes my eyelids together.

I am in a hut now, because the Scot disturbed me by rolling in every midnight, and when at last he got into our bed, his three sheets did not somehow add to the warmth.

Last night I burnt a petrol lamp under my bed!! I dont know what Risk is, now.

In the morning, the top blanket was stiffish with frost. Dont think I suffer. Every detail of this blessed Life is sweet and precious. 3 more weeks of it yet!

I am putting Colins letter herein. Im sorry I was so pretentious as to ask for a typing of my letters. But I really am ashamed of sending such scrawl to Colin. Do have it copied!

I dont think I have told you that I am Mess President of the School Mess! It means a good deal of work. But I am honoured to have it. In the evening I go shopping with the Mess Cart. I am certainly a suitable person to hold the key of our Whisky store! I have fixed the charge of Messing at 25 f. per week!

Sorry I am so busy  for your sake, but no more now but my perfect Love to you.



 W.E.O. xxx 


To Susan Owen

Monday (12) February 1917  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

My own dear Mother, 

I thought to write yesterday, but we were working all day; sick animals in the morning, and riding in the afternoon. In spite of the hard ground we went out into the country. I had a horse with a reputation of warming up. Sure enough, he would not let me remount after a halt.

When at last I swung over, and before I could get the reins properly gathered, he bolted. It was not so much a gallop, as a terrific series of ricochets off the ground, as if we had been fired from a Naval Gun. But the worst part was the sudden checks. Once I found myself with my hands in the brutes mouth; but I was still on top of him somewhere, and never actually touched ground. I was only thoroughly shaken.

Your 3 parcels came within 2 days of each other, 2 actually together. It is so unlucky that they did not reach me up the line, where everything has a tenfold value. Still nothing can take from the preciousness of the presents you send me.

The Cigarettes are the most essential of all, because the stuff sold out here is abominable: except Turkish, which are cheap & good. The Cigarette-holder is the finest imaginable. I am een champing it now.

The socks have almost exceeded my need. Withhold Socks for another month or more.

Gingerbreads arrived in fine condition  -both lots. They are the most homelike bits in all the parcel You made a very cunning choice of Biscuits. You overwhelm me with Chocolate. I am keeping it, like most of the sweet-stuff, for going up the Line. Now the potted meat is much too heavy an article, dont you think, especially as it is plentiful, and, even, a Ration. Munchie of course is one of the very best things you could send. Handkerchiefs A. 1.

I have not yet come to use the first Lamp Refill. The Lamp is admirable.

Thanks for the Boracic Box, exactly what I desired.

I forget how to use the Quassia. But have had no need.

I get a bath for 1 f. 50. at the Officers Club, a sumptuous place. But the meals are rather dear. My Mess is succeeding, but the shortage of coal is a terrible nuisance for me.



We have a Canadian, an Australian, various M.G.Cs, a S.W.B. a Scot, etc. etc. The S.W. Borderer is in the same Battalion as Merrifield, the Artist who mimicked the Colonel at the Holborn. We are all fairly near together on the Line.

What a curious thing about H. Kent! If you care to get the Morning Post of Feb. 8 you will see on P. 8 a map (which I should like kept.)

The dotted lines represent the exact posts where we lay freezing. I could almost pick out the identical dot where I was. I cant get any news of the Battalion, but the Advance was certainly from the place where I left them.

I brought my servant with me. It is a soft job for him here. I dont know that he is quite worthy of such a holiday. I am not fond of him, because he does nothing off his own bat, and doesnt always jump to my orders!

I must write at once to that lad Browne to go and see you from Wrexham if he can. I think I told you how he stood by me when I was stranded somewhere in F. He had been out over a year and was then on his way home sent back for being under age! He was a Rly. clerk.

I am settling down to a little verse once more, and tonight I want to do Leslies subject Golden Hair and O.A.J.s Happiness. Leslie tells me that Miss Joergens considers my Sonnet on The End the finest of the lot. Naturally, because it is, intentionally, in her style! It is in Leslies possession now. I think hers on Golden Hair very fine indeed.

I have lost a bundle of my MSS, together with all the photographs I brought out. They were left out of packing. Thats the sort of servant Ive got. Please send some photographs. Also would you mind getting an Army Book Animal Management pub. by Gale & Polden, Aldershot.

Please thank Mary specially for her dear letters which I read constantly. As for yours, I live by them.



Ever your loving W.E.O. x 


To Mary Owen

Wed, (14) February 1917  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

My dear Mary, 

Your letter was one of six, three of mothers, one from Leslie, and one from Kemp, who is now Curate at Watford. He believes it is more than 4 years since we met in his study at Highbury.

I have just come in from driving G.S. Wagons with 4 horses. This hours work is about all we do in the morning, and this afternoon we are driving out to a Horse Hospital. I tell you, these days are the best Ive ever had in the army.

What a pity about the brooch! but if you saw the enormity of the destruction and loss that goes on out here you would think less seriously of your little breakages.

Do you need a Brooch? I saw an Egyptian one, rather huge, but I am afraid you wouldnt like it. and an Assyrian. No they wouldnt do since you no longer wear your Ancient British frocks. All the others in this town are either Romish, or nondescript.

[image: img38.png]

One of the officers with me is a lace-designer by profession. You would never guess he spent his days concocting Insertions & Counterpoint, for he is one of the most dashing fellows with the horses.

Do you remember how the Bishop of London said he thought it disgraceful for any young man to be fingering lace over a counter, in peace-time or war-time. Hum-hum! I wonder who loves to wear fine lace about him more than milord Winnie Ingram?

I am so glad you had such good skating. There are no skates of any sort to be had here, so we had no thought of it.

Yesterday we rode not far from the field of Crecy! It was a gallant ride, until we got on some slippery roads where several horses fell. One chap got underneath his beast, but after a modest attempt at fainting, recovered.

I am annoyed that my letters faint so long by the wayside. It is a marvel to me that your parcels come. A very blessed marvel.



Goodbye, sweet sister. I go to preside at Lunch.  



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday, February? (28) 1917  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

My own dear Mother, 

So little happens that I cant keep up my instalments of blood-andthunder literature.

Im glad you got the Picture Post Card. My last letter was to Mary, I think. The Gloves came only yesterday, in an opened envelope, but still containing the ribbon, which is not needed yet. I have now three Sleeping Helmets, but cant make up my mind which to give away. I may need one for waking wear. I found the first one  your make  of great use on a Working Party, the very day it came. After a days work in reserve, Heydon & I were suddenly called to take a fatigue party up to the front. We hadnt time to snatch a cup of tea, but I remembered the Wool Helmet, and after dusk wore it under the steel, which was again reinforced with a layer of ice. We marched, about 10 miles, up to the front and there the men had to dig trenches in ground like granite:  the same men, or rather the survivors of them, who 2 days before had been holding the advanced posts!! The shells were wonderfully few, and we all reached Home about 2 in the morning.

They can all march back from the line somehow, I say march, but of course there is no Left-Right-Left, and we got on miserably slowly, because some of the men could not wear boots, but wound their puttees round their frost-bitten feet. It is a good thing no photographs can be taken by night. If they could they would not appear in the Daily Mirror, which I see still depicts the radiant smiles of Tommies well behind.

I really thought that night that my Dysentery would soon be bad enough for Hospital, and so it would if next morning I had not been starting for A. By the way Dysentery is not just a polite name. I really had it, but civilised life has soon cured it. I should not have eaten so much Snow. But I still think it better than Shell Water.

Didnt I tell you how I came here? There being no trains at all, I was not likely to go back and wait in the Orderly Room. No! I stopped the first Motor Lorry that came along, without bothering about its direction, and so got a respectable distance from the Battalion. That was a good start. Moreover no shell-holes any more appeared anywhere.

That was a very good start. After I had taken 5 different buses, I found myself 1/3 of the way here, and in quite a nice little Town, where I stopped the night and had a bath, the first since Shrewsbury. The rest of the distance I was lucky enough to cover in one Bus. only. I put up, the first night, in a café, the Officers Club being both costly and crowded.

Then I billeted with the Scot, canny, and sometimes uncannily canned, in the house of a (very) retired old English gentleman, come down in the world.

I did not stay long in the Hut, but soon found a cosy room just outside the camp.



Wed, February (?21) 1917



I kept back the Sunday Letter because the Mails have been held up for 5 days. So that all your letters since the Glove Packet came together this morning.

I am glad enough of the 2 Photographs but should like some more, not excluding one or two of the last of myself. Photography is dear here, but tomorrow we are having a group taken.

Im jolly glad you have rolled out the Beer-Jug-and-Barrel, and it will be interesting to hear how the next curio behaves.

The Course should end next Sunday. I shall surely be with the Battalion by March 1. I hear from a Staff Officer who came into this Billet last night that during Operations two (one page missing) procedure to open any fellows letters from Paris.

Yes, I was using an Essence last week on my handkerchief, on account of the stenches from the Sick Horses Lines. Certain cases of Thrush, Quitter, and such suppurations go one worse than the battlefieldexhalations.

Yes, once again I shave meticulously, and have re-established a Parting. For in another week I shall again be cleaning my teeth on my sleeve-cuffs and washing my face in my damp pillow.

All the school are desperate nuts in dress: as befits our calling, and immemorial custom of all gallants in a safe place. It is a favourite Flash to trail a violet silk handkerchief! but for my part I consider the colour too noble for such an article.

I hope your next parcel will not reach me until I am up the Line. All I really want is Cigarettes, Munchie, and plain Cadburys.

I have only received one Identity Disc so far!

I have had all the parcels you made a list of.

You say Father was going to enquire after Brown at Wrexham Stn. but he is still a soldier  in Wrexham Barracks.

No more now, but some more tomorrow.



Your very ownest Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 25 February 1917  (Advanced Horse Transport Depot)

Mine own Mother, 

Just had your letter of Tuesday 20th, enclosing Dennys. I believe it sincere, and value it a good deal more than an acceptance of our proposal. The Salopian applause would be directed to the fine reciter, but here we have the fine reciter applauding. Very thoughtful of you to copy it out for me. Yes, I think Leslie might well see the original. If you write to him you will ask him for my Golden Hair (not a sonnet). It contains about five consecutive lines which I leave as final! My Happiness is dedicated to you. It contains perhaps two good lines. Between you an me the sentiment is all bilge. Or nearly all. But I think it makes a creditable Sonnet. You must not conclude I have misbehaved in any way from the tone of the poem (though you might infer it if you knew the tone of this Town.) On the contrary I have been a very good boy (one sheet missing)

I dont need any more ear-defenders. I dont use these now. The only other thing for Parcels would be some more of those coffee & cocoa cubes. They are A. 1.

To demonstrate in concrete form that I am still of my old vain mind, I am going to send over a parcel to you of a cheap copper vase (not cheap tin trays) & pot. For cheap modem work, I specially approve of this vase. When the field-flowers appear, I foresee that you will fill it with them unto the day of my returning.

The souvenirs which sell in millions to the soldiers are artistic atrocities: fit signs of the times. This Aluminium Letter Opener which cost 8d. is probably German, judging from the Gretchen-plaits. It is not a souvenir; and I have no intention of collecting souvenirs of any description. What England will need will be an anti-souvenir. I shall have to send my parcel as if from the landlady of this house!

As regards your botanical enquiries concerning the prevalence of parasitic shrubs on apple and oak trees I shall give you information as the data is acquired.

I have been to the dentist here (Army) and also the Doctor. I have not much of a cough, but produce an extra-ordinary amount of phlegm, brown, black, & grey. Fortunately or unfortunately, I feel perfectly well on it.

Nothing keeps me so cool of mind as knowing you are normally well, and I keep hoping from all accounts supernormally so.

Goodbye now, sweet Mother. I am like to be 4 or 5 days journeying.

Fondest love to all, 

Your very own, Wilfred x 


To Harold Owen

(27 February 1917)  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My dear old Harold, 

I think I have had more joy from Mothers news of You than chagrin.

Certainly. You are entire. Let all the machinations of the Army crash, bang, and utterly spiflicate themselves: I rejoice; you are whole (three lines illegible) yourself to the point of insomnia. I know what insomnia is. So I wont ask you to write all about it to me yet. How I admire, & understand, (two lines unreadable) stand as an excuse for you, no other excuse for any wounds going septic in England! (one line illegible) Did you carry First Field Dressing? NO!

(four lines illegible) with quiet, and a little designing  and HOME.

I think less and less of applying to R.F.C.... loops and circuits (one line illegible) and easy soarings of (one word illegible). Answer me one question. Did (one line illegible) a sinister attraction on you (one word illegible)? I hope anyhow you will soon feel right (one page illegible) As I said, I have no room for commiseration. It is swallowed up in Congratulation.

I believe I said something nasty about the Navy (two words missing)

I had no notion of what had happened, or was to happen! (one and a half pages illegible)

It is 10 oclock; and I must now be turned out of the Café, and will go and doze on my luggage, probably until Dawn.

I  shall dream happily of you at home, where the same Voice that gave us ease when we broke a window, will give you the same ease, always.

I think it was your disconsolate mind that wrote my last Sonnet Happiness. You will see.



(several words illegible)  



Your affectionate, Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

1 March (1917)

My Dug-Out 

Dearest Mother, 

Have just reported at B.H.Q. Dug Out. Find myself posted to B. Coy. of which the Captain is poet Sorrel. There is small chance of doing Transport for a long time if ever. Howsoever, this is a glorious part of the Line, new to us, and indeed, to the English (sh!) Most comfortable dug-outs, grass fields, woods, sunshine, quiet. True we are in reserve today, but I hear the very front line is a line, and a quiet one.

My letter to Harold left yesterday by the Army Post. It was in an astonishing way I had your parcel. A man rose up from a hole in a field holding it above his head. It was a fine moment. I soon rushed down & tore it open. Socks most specially valuable, as my servant forgot to put any spare in my Trench Kit. Likewise, I took no Cigarettes, hoping to find 50 in the Parcel. Lo! here are thousands! How good of you all. I smoke Harolds with reverence.

I  shall not touch the goodies until the very front line is reached.

The Post is waiting to go.



Yours as ever, but slightly happier than usual.

W.E.O.


To Colin Owen

1  March 1917  B Coy Dug-Out 

My dearest Colin, 

This is the first time I have written from a Dug-Out. I am in a French one now. We have straw to sleep on, but it is pretty lousy  after the poilus!

There is a gas-alarm on just now, but I dont really expect it. The air is too still. Just this moment, and since I sat down, a tremendous artillery strafe has opened up. We all remark to each other that it seems there is a war on. I went up to the Front Line with a Fatigue Party for digging. Let me tell you in confidence that I was for the first time a Target.* I ran over the top to get to the head of the Party in the Trench, & stood a moment to shout an order, when a bullet went Ping, a good 2  ft. over my silly head.



Next day. Where you see the * I left off because the order came Stand to Arms! What a commotion! We half expected an attack, but nothing happened. I have no paper to write more, but this letter should be interesting circumstantially.

Dearest love to you, sweet my Brother.  



W.E.O.



You must disinfect your hands, whether sore or not, after stables.


To Susan Owen

1  March 1917  B Coys Dug-Out 

My dearest Mother, 

I am in a good warm Dug-Out, decorated with French postcards, picturing embraces, medals, roses and mistletoe!

Is it possible I was living civilly no more than 2 days ago? From letter of last night I hear you have seen the illusory War Films. However, they must hint at the truth, and if done anywhere on this Front, would not be quite devoid of realism. But, as you know, a just idea of the First Place could best be got by a tour around Purgatorio.

Did you see any Shell-bursts?

And did they bang tins or whack drums?

Did you see any Red X at the front?

Under no circumstance do we! A good half of their work is done by S. Bearers of our own Coys. You dont mention Dug-Outs or snipers.

I was marked by one of the Pests yesterday. His Direction was good, only his Elevation slightly high. A curious thing was who first hissed Get down, Sir!?

One of my old Fleetwood Musketry Party! Quite a few are with me.

One of those to whom I swore I would never tolerate near me at the Front. I remember his total score was 5!! One of the servants of this Dug-Out remembers me at Thursley Common, (Witley), and has photographs of lads I remember, who are now in Egypt, blessem.

The Corporal who shared my Coat in the last dug-out (before my Course), & who was one of them who fell out by the wayside, is now in hospital, his dysentery having taken a serious form.

I have almost cleared away my cold by means of douches. Thanks however for the Formamin. Do quick tell me how to use Quasha. Do I chew it? or suck it? boil it? burn it? or rub it? well in the part affected?

(I have parts affected since last night.)

Colins socks are splendid things.

The Rice fluffy-fluffy makes excellent packing-material.

A Prize for who first solves my conundrum. No knowledge of French required. I wrote to Harold 3 days ago, & to Colin this afternoon.



Ever your fondest Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 4 March 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

Dearest Mother, 

Just a line at 5.30 today, while you are at Tea. Until I came in from work at 4 oclock I had no idea it was Sunday. It often happens so. The work was the usual Digging. If anything could give a touch of interest to the work, it was that many of these diggers dug the show-trenches at Thursley, in the days when my stars were bright from their creation by Pope & Bradley.

Some chaps even fired their Course with me at Mytchett. I felt very tempted to take a rifle & do a bit of snapping, but it is forbidden to officers. On bright days like this I begin to be glad of your khaki covers.

For lunch, I had bully-beef, munchie, and flatulent rice. I like this stuff very much.

When I came in, Capt. Sorrel gave me the choice of writing a Sonnet before 7.30. or going with the next Fatigue Party!! I am ever so happy to be with him. He chokes filthiness as summarily as I ever heard a Captain do, or try to do. He is himself an aesthete, and not virtuous according to English standards, perhaps, but no man swears in his presence, nor broaches those pleasantries which so amuse the English officers mind.

He seems to be one of the few young men who live up to my principle: that Amusement is never an excuse for immorality, but that Passion may be so.

I find this Company in a far better state than A, partly, of course, because of good sergeants, but Sorrel has a fine control.

My important letter written yesterday left today, as todays will go tomorrow. How long do they take. It is so quiet here that we have our meals in a shallow dug-out, and only go down deep to sleep.

I sleep well; I eat well; I am well. Surely better than any of you at home. Dear old Harold has not written yet? Did I not warn Colin about his dirty hands? Has the new servant had any effect on your strength?

I hope so.



Fondest love to all, Your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

9  March 1917  Deserted Village 

My own dearest Mother,

I  had no idea your throat was so seriously bad when I last wrote, 2  or 4 days ago from the Dug-Out. But your 2 letters and Marys came a few hours after dispatching my mail. During these last few days, I have not been able to write at all, nor had I any Field Cards to send. And nothing has come from you since the one telling of how you were sitting up for tea, being a little better. How I hope that by now the pain at least and the Malady of it are gone; and that there is a fair sun healing you!

We have gone back to severe cold and snow. This Village is half destroyed and our billets are not half so cosy as dug-outs.



Another Place 11  March  

More Deserted Village 

No sooner had I set out my Kit and done a page for you, than I was boosted back nearer the Line on a special job: in charge of a party of Dug-Out Diggers. It is a soft job. I take the men up sometimes by day, sometimes by night, so that (as today) I lie snug in my blankets until lunchtime. We are 4 officers living in this cellar; our servants cook for us. It is a relief to be away from the Battalion for a while. How I hope it will last. It may spin out 3 weeks.

I have just been sweating along a dangerous road to a factory where there is a shower bath. There was no water today! I sweated some more coming back. (Methinks I am becoming something crude in my speech.)

Tis a crude, vagabondage of a life. While Leslie is theorizing over the art of building, here am I watching a fair old village toppling about my head. I think the wreckage will look even sicklier when the orchardtrees break out, like the souls of infants in Limbo. I am able to read here, but have nothing left now. I receive your Red  with gratitude, but do you think, now, that I am going to read the war-impressions of home-editors? If, here & there, you get a true version of the business  so much the more unreadable. Punch, on the other hand takes humour too seriously. From Punch you would take a Sentry to be the laughingstock of Europe.

Spleen!

No, I still tipple Punch as hilariously as ever. But dont send any, for some one or other is bound to have one.

What I should like would be a current Poetry Review.

Please dont send anything special for my Birthday. You have sent so many specialities lately. For instance, expensive chocolate!

I hope to be able to write again tomorrow, but I have an unwonted amount of official letters to do.

Its now nearly ten days since your Throat started bettering. Surely it is passed off now?

Longing unspeakably to see you, dear Mother, I look forward to Leave in about 3 more months!!



Your own Wilfred xx 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, (18) March (1917)  (13th Casualty Clearing Station)

My dearest Mother, 

I am in a hospital bed, (for the first time in life.)

After falling into that hole (which I believe was a shell-hole in a floor, laying open a deep cellar) I felt nothing more than a headache, for 3 days; and went up to the front in the usual way  or nearly the usual way, for I felt too weak to wrestle with the mud, and sneaked along the top, snapping my fingers at a clumsy sniper. When I got back I developed a high fever, vomited strenuously, and long, and was seized with muscular pains. The night before last I was sent to a shanty a bit further back, & yesterday motored on to this Field Hospital, called Casualty Clearing Station 13. It is nowhere in particular that I know, but I may be evacuated to Amiens, if my case lasts long enough. For I began to get right again immediately after getting into these sheets that soon smooth away trouble. The physician handed me over to the surgeon. But my head is not broken or even cut in any way. My temperature etc. may not have had any relation to the knock, and the first doctor said he only hoped it had. Anyhow it was normal yesterday, and below today, and the only abnormal thing about me now is that I dont want a cigarette. That, then, should not worry you. I have now told you everything, and I hope, dear Mother, that you are duly grateful  to me, and concerning the whole circumstance.

Sometimes a Sister blows in to this ward, and flutes a bit on a high voice, or pegs around on a high heel, but we are really attended by orderlies, who are fresh & clean, and much preferable, being not only serener and sensibler, but also private soldiers with no airs of authority aboutem. Rather the other way.

All my kit and belongings have come down with me, including 55 francs, much mud, and Pte. Heath.

Alas! Ive had no letter for about 5 days when I had 3 together, and am not likely now to have any for quite a week. I think that for a few days: 2 Man. Regt. with Please Forward will be the best address (six lines missing)  ever, Wilfred x 


To Colin Owen

Monday, 19 March  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My dearest Colin, 

I am still kept in bed, though I feel fit for a walk.

Yesterday I wrote to Mother without knowing it was my birthday!

I found out in the evening. It is too bad to be without letters of any sort.

It must be a week since I had any. But I lost count of days in that cellar, & even missed the passing of night & daylight, because my only light was a candle.

I know something of the Advances. You will be glad to hear that there has been no undue influx on the hospitals, at least in this area.

Have you met that mighty horse-tamer at Underdale? His picture was in a Sketch I saw yesterday.



Always your loving W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

21 March (1917)  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My dearest Mother, 

I am getting up today, and perhaps by the time you receive this I shall be starting back to overtake my Battalion, if it is not chasing along too fast.

One of the villages mentioned in the Daily Mail, thus: we captured a farm so many miles North East of Q... was the one to which I have been going every day or night last week.

We knew what was happening weeks ago, and I saw the smoke of burning behind the Bosche Line on the last day I was up.

I am not moving down to a Base  fortunately, perhaps, because anyone going further back than here becomes detached from his battalion, and is returned somewhere else.

There is no proper village here, and I am miserably in want of Books, not to say Letters. It is not worth writing to the Battalion, which for all I know may be openly warfaring, or perhaps is now already clean wiped out.

One of the sisters brought me some novels, about as palatable as warm water to a starving jaguar. Your remarks on Crocketts last, remind me that I once said his books were like sawdust  on which an ox has just been slaughtered.

I suppose you did not see Bernard Shaws accounts of his visit to the front, appearing in the Glasgow Herald. He says he put black things like collar-studs into his ears. So very like collar-studs that I have been using mine as such for some time!

Yes, I have long missed my Pen, and dont want another. My watch has disappeared since I left the cellar. Left there I think. I was too blind sick to notice anything. In my next parcel I should like some Harrisons Pomade & some more Paraffin.



Fondest Love, 

Wilfred x 


To Mary Owen

Wednesday Mng. (22 March 1917) 13th Casualty Clearing Station 

Dearest Mary,

I am now really quite well, but am not getting up yet, as it is snowing and I couldnt go out if I did dress. But we sit round the stove in Kimonos, padded with cotton, very pleasant wear. We are now about ten in the ward. One is an old Artist Rifle, but I never knew him, nor ever want to. They are none of them interesting, from any point of view whatever.

I amuse myself with drawing plans for Country Houses and Bungalows, especially Bungalows. I worked my wits all day on one, and, within the prescribed limits, it is about perfect, for the intended occupant  solitary me.

You see I am thinking of sitting down under my own vine and living for use, some day, and a concrete presentment of the Vine should be incentive.

This passage rather winded me, yea wounded me. Mistress Browning:



Many fervent souls 

Strike rhyme on rhyme, who would strike steel on steel, 

If steel had offered, in a restless heat 

Of doing something. Many tender hearts 

Have strung their losses on a rhyming thread, 

As children, cowslips. The more pains they take, 

The work more withers. Young men, ay and maids, 

Too often sow their wild oats in tame verse, 

Before they sit down under their own vine, 

And live for use.



Alas, near all the birds, 

Will sing at dawn, and yet we do not take 

The chafering swallow for the holy lark.



Or words to that effect.

Adieu, sweet sister.



Your ever loving 

W.E.O.


To Colin Owen

24  March (1917)  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My dear Colin, 

In my walk this afternoon, considering at leisure the sunshine and the appearance of peace (I dont mean from the news) I determined what I should do after the war.

I determined to keep pigs.

It occurred to me that after five years development of one pig-stye in a careful & sanitary manner, a very considerable farm would establish itself.

I should like to take a cottage and orchard in Kent Surrey or Sussex, and give my afternoons to the care of pigs. The hired labour would be very cheap, 2 boys could tend 50 pigs. And it would be the abruptest possible change from my mornings work.

If any man mocks me, Remember Paderewski!

What do you think of this?

I wonder you do not start with a sow of your own, this year.

Perhaps you will think me clean mad and translated by my knock on the head. How shall I prove that my old form of madness has in no way changed? I will send you my last Sonnet, which I started yesterday. I think I will address it to you.



Adieu, mon petit. Je tembrasse.  W.E.O.



SONNET  with an Identity Disc 



If ever I had dreamed of my dead name 

High in the Heart of London; unsurpassed 

By Time forever; and the fugitive, Fame, 

There taking a long sanctuary at last, 

 Ill better that! Yea, now, I think with shame 

How once I wished it hiddn from its defeats 

Under those holy cypresses, the same 

That mourn around the quiet place of Keats.



Now rather lets be thankful theres no risk 

Of gravers scoring it with hideous screed.



For let my gravestone be this body-disc 

Which was my yoke. Inscribe no date, nor deed.



But let thy heart-beat kiss it night & day...

Until the name grow vague and wear away.



This is private.

I stickle that a sonnet must contain at least 3 clever turns to be good.

This has only two.


To Mary Owen

25 March 1917  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My dear Mary, 

I went a joy ride on a Motor Ambulance, a Daimler (as pictured in the Sketch last week) and so passed a vivid afternoon. The car was going in the direction of the Front, and I stopped at a certain village where refugees from the regained area were just arriving: all hags & children. I had a long talk with a boy of 14, who if he had been 15 would not have been liberated. He could not spell his name, since he has worked on the fields since he was 11. He did not look by any means starving, but had known nothing but scanty food for years. I plied him with chocolate, and drew the following information. That the Germans carried off all men over 15; left 5 days bread rations for the remainder, set fire to almost every building, choked up the wells with farmyard refuse and disappeared.

Our guns have begun strafing heavily this morning. I can hear, from my bed, the continuous growling.

We are by a Canal, much used by the Army. It looks funny to see a Sergeant Major commanding a Tug, and a Corporal at the helm of the barge. A pleasant life for khaki. Why doesnt Harold try it! The Inland Water Transport Service.

The surgeon says there is no hurry to send me back! I want to go  because of the letters!



Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Wed. Mng., 28 March 1917  (13th) Casualty Clearing Station 

My own dear Mother, 

They still keep me here, though I go out every afternoon. I have no letters, but have been able to get a few books from a small town where I motored on Sunday. I also got a cheap watch,  pocket size. I think the usual penalty of loss of property on coming to hospital has been small in my case: my watch. Not the original Brummagem of Clarkes, but a better one which I exchanged for it at a shop in A. I left Colins there for repairs. It is probably with the Battalion now.

At C. I went into the great Gothic Church, and listened under the nave, as Belloc says, for the voice of the Middle Ages. All I could hear was a voice very much beyond the middle age. However I stayed to vespers; and after leaning my hat and stick up against a piece of the true Cross, I sat and regarded the plants (with their paper flowers wired on them), and St. John in bathing costume looking ruefully at another saint in a gold dressing-gown; and the scarlet urchins holding candles and chewing,  probably the grease. Indeed it is enough to set the Wykliffes howling.

I hear that young Boultbee, son of Father Boultbee, one of the prophets, is missing. He was in the R.F.C. and I am told a very wild fellow!

The man in the next bed told me this. We have two cases, pilot & observer, who are terribly smashed. They will both recover, but the pilot has both arms broken, abdominal injuries, both eyes contused, nose cut, teeth knocked in, and skull fractured. It makes me ashamed to be here. But I help to look after him at night. The sister has a wonderful way with him. I like her very much. Constitutionally I am better able to do Service in a hospital than in the trenches. But I suppose we all think that.



Yours as ever W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

4 April 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

Dearest Mother, 

Know that I have cut my forefinger with a tin of Lobster, and that is why I write shaky. I have been 4 days caravanning from the CCS, & have just found our H.Q. Journeying over the new ground has been most frightfully interesting. The Batt. has just done something great which will find its way into the Communiqué. I am going up to join them in an hours time. They have lost one officer & many are wounded, Heydon among them. I shall no doubt be in time for the Counter Attack. I have bought an automatic pistol in the town (from which I sent a P.P.C.) By the time you get this well be out of the line again.

Tonight will be over....

My long rest has shaken my nerve. But after all I hate old age, and there is only one way to avoid it!

Last night I bedded down with a family of refugees, 3 boys, 2 tiny girls: a good class socially, and of great charm personally. I was treated as a god, and indeed begin to suspect I have a heart as comprehensive as Victor Hugos, Shaksperes, or your own. In 24 hours I never took so many hugs & kisses in my life, no, not in the first chapter even. They took reliefs at it. It would have astounded the English mind.  While, just the night before I was in blues as deep as the Prussian Blue  not having heard an affectionate spoken word since I left you  or rather since I left A. I am now in the Pink.

No need to tell you where I am going up to fight. It is the town on which the hopes of all England are now turned. I must now dress up in Battle Order.

 

Your own W.E.O. xxxxx 

I find no letters here. Your parcels did not take part in the advance  

Too heavy!

Without your Letters I should give in. What to I know not, but I sorter feel I should give up the unequal contest!  without a definite object for carrying on. And that object is not my Motherland, which is a good land, nor my Mother tongue, which is a dear language, but for my Mother, of whom I am not worthy to be called The Son xxx I hope this bit of paper is not incriminating to send over but it is all I can find. I must write to Colin & send him some small souvenirs tomorrow. Ah my poor angel! He wants to be with me. He would not live three weeks in this sector of Hades.


To Susan Owen

6 (?8) April (1917)  (2nd Manchester Regt. B.E.F.)

My own dearest Mother, 

We are in rest. I arrived at the Battalion a day too late for the stunt: I am therefore not in the we when I say we captured 6 guns, numerous machine guns, and of course, the Position.

But I am still ME.

I am afraid poor Heydon will not live, and other officers, one of my company, fell on the field. It is interdicted to give any figures at all, but a good number of us are (agreeably) wounded.

When I turned up I went back to A. Coy, where Captain Green was hanging on with only one officer. We stuck to our line 4 days (and 4 nights) without relief, in the open, and in the snow. Not an hour passed without a shell amongst us. I never went off to sleep for those days, because the others were far more fagged after several days of fighting than I fresh from bed. We lay in wet snow. I kept alive on brandy, the fear of death, and the glorious prospect of the cathedral Town just below us, glittering with the morning. With glasses I could easily make out the general architecture of the cathedral: so I have told you how near we have got. The French are on the skirts of the Town, as I could see. It was unknown where exactly the Bosche was lying in front of us. The job of finding out fell upon me. I started out at midnight with 2 corporals & 6 picked men; warning other Regiments on our flanks not to make any mistake about us. It was not very long before the Hun sent up his verilights, but the ground was favourable to us, and I and my Corporal prowled on until we clearly heard voices, and the noises of carrying & digging. When I had seen them quite clearly moving about, and marked the line of their entrenchment it might seem my job was done; but my orders were to discover the force of the enemy. So then I took an inch or two of cover and made a noise like a platoon. Instantly we had at least two machine guns turned on us, and a few odd rifles. Then we made a scramble for home.

Another night I was putting out an Advanced Post when we were seen or heard and greeted with Shrapnel. The man crouching shoulder to shoulder to me gets a beautiful round hole deep in his biceps. I am nothing so fortunate, being only buffeted in the eyes by the shock, and whacked on the calf by a spent fragment, which scarcely tore the puttee.

One day I hung my Trench Coat (which you used to button up for me at Southport) on a bush, & had just jumped down into my hole when a splinter ripped a hole through the chest & back. The tears are not big enough to spoil it for Field use.

I found your Parcel waiting for me here, when we got in at 3 in the morning (all half dead with fatigue & some quite, poor lads.) It was like a look in at Home to burrow into that lovely big box and examine all the loving presents. I opened it in bed (for I found my blankets ready laid out in this cosy cellar) and before I had opened all the boxes fell fast asleep. I am not awake now properly and my letter may appear disjointed. But then Im not disjointed. I learned with astonishment that you had measles, and selfishly speaking am glad enough I only know it now you are better of it. O darling Mother you cant think how you could secure my peace of mind by being able to tell me you are well. Look at me I am nearly screwed to death with cold and nerves one night. Two days later I am in perfect, glowing, brilliant Health.

Tell Mary that Captain Crichton Green is immensely complimentary about her gingerbread.

I will write again tomorrow. Just had yours of 27th. Found Mar. 31st waiting for me. Be sure we shall not go into action again for a long time.

It couldnt be done.



Still, always, and ever your very own  Wilfred xxx 


To Colin Owen

Monday, 9 April 1917  (2nd Manchester Regt., B.E.F.)

My dear Colin, 

You want Souvenirs? There were plenty of Helmets, Bayonets, Caps, Coats, Shirts, Handkerchiefs, Tobacco, Bread, Soap, Needles & Cotton left by the Hun in the place we took and were holding last week.

I took a Name Patch out of a Coat for you, and a Mark Note, which is specially interesting by reason of its date. 12 August 1914. It looks as if the plant for issuing these war notes was ready before the Declaration of War.

There was nothing of value that I could lay hands on. For I was too occupied with my heavy duties to go scratching around for souvenirs.

Yesterday afternoon, Easter Sunday, we were finishing tea in this Cellar with something like Sunday peace serenity when we were roused by the unexpected shattering sound of machine guns. I rushed up just in time to see a German Aeroplane come shuddering down the sky. With my little pistol in my pocket I dashed over the fields as fast as my sore feet would carry me.

The Machine was a new Albatross No 2234. The Pilot  well I need not horrify you without need. But I took his handkerchief  a rather touching souvenir. You need not show them at home the spatter of blood in the comer. I rather want this handkerchief kept for me. The 3-ply wood is a bit of the body (of the machine).

I could not stay to see the engines & guns dug out of the soil, because I am so frightfully busy. The only other officer of A. Coy has gone sick, and Capt. Green is always in the Battalion Orderly Room fighting so to speak, for V.C.s, D.C.M.s etc. for our men. At least one of our Coy. is put in for V.C. and many others for the D.C.M.1 think Capt. Green, though not in the action before myself, will get a Military Cross, which he has long deserved  for 2 1/2 years active service.

Between us we are pulling the Company together for we go in again tomorrow! It is rather strange to feel that these heroes feel me as their boss!

We had congratulatory telegrams from the Commander in Chief downwards. He himself came... sh! Ware Censor!

I  suppose things were done so well that we are needed again. I had hoped to get down the line as far as V... to see my sudden great friend André Lemaire, with whom I lodged on my way up. He has done more damage to the Boche when his fiery soul was under their hated domineering than I ever managed to do:  stretched wires across the high road at night, & upset a Staff Motor Car, threw hundreds of bombs (letter posted unfinished)


To Susan Owen

25  April 1917  A. Coy., My Cellar 

My own dearest Mother, 

Immediately after I sent my last letter, more than a fortnight ago, we were rushed up into the Line Twice in one day we went over the top, gaining both our objectives. Our A Company led the Attack, and of course lost a certain number of men. I had some extraordinary escapes from shells & bullets. Fortunately there was no bayonet work, since the Hun ran before we got up to his trench. You will find mention of our fight in the Communiqué; the place happens to be the very village which Father named in his last letter! Never before has the Battalion encountered such intense shelling as rained on us as we advanced in the open. The Colonel sent round this message the next day: I was filled with admiration at the conduct of the Battalion under the heavy shellfire... The leadership of officers was excellent, and the conduct of the men beyond praise. The reward we got for all this was to remain in the Line 12 days. For twelve days I did not wash my face, nor take off my boots, nor sleep a deep sleep. For twelve days we lay in holes, where at any moment a shell might put us out. I think the worst incident was one wet night when we lay up against a railway embankment. A big shell lit on the top of the bank, just 2 yards from my head. Before I awoke, I was blown in the air right away from the bank!I passed most of the following days in a railway Cutting, in a hole just big enough to lie in, and covered with corrugated iron. My brother officer of B Coy, 2/Lt Gaukroger lay opposite in a similar hole. But he was covered with earth, and no relief will ever relieve him, nor will his Rest will be a 9 days-Rest. I think that the terribly long time we stayed unrelieved was unavoidable; yet it makes us feel bitterly towards those in England who might relieve us, and will not.

We are now doing what is called a Rest, but we rise at 6.15 and work without break until about 10 p m. for there is always a Pow-Wow for officers after dinner. And if I have not written yesterday, it is because I  must have kept hundreds of Letters uncensored, and enquiries about Missing Men unanswered (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

1  May 1917  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

Dearest Mother, Here again! 

The Doctor suddenly was moved to forbid me to go into action next time the Battalion go, which will be in a day or two. I did not go sick or anything, but he is nervous about my nerves, and sent me down yesterday  labelled Neurasthenia. I still of course suffer from the headaches traceable to my concussion. This will mean that I shall stay here and miss the next Action Tour of Front Line; or even it may mean that I go further down & be employed for a more considerable time on Base Duty or something of the sort. I shall now try and make my French of some avail... having satisfied myself that, though in Action I bear a charmed life, and none of woman born can hurt me, as regards flesh and bone, yet my nerves have not come out without a scratch. Do not for a moment suppose I have had a breakdown. I am simply avoiding one.

At the first Ambulance I arrived at in the Car, a Corporal came up to me with a staid air of sleepy dignity that seemed somehow familiar.

And when he began to enter in a Note Book my name & age, we knew each other. It was old Hartop of the Technical! Bystanding Tommies were astounded at our fraternity. For the Good old Sort brought back in an instant all the days of study in Shrewsbury, and the years that were better than these, or any years to come. Although married, as you may know to one of the girls who acted with me at the Socials, he has not grown up any more since the last term at the P.T.C. He was reading the same old books that we did there. I was jolly glad to see them again, & to borrow. For he has nothing particular to do but read on his present job of Pack Store Corporal in the R.A.M.C. Davis also is married. How fortunate is Stanley Webb, (not speaking of his engagement, but of his Blighty.)

If I havent got a Blighty in this war, I will take good care not to get a Blight, as many have done, even from this Regiment. I should certainly have got a bullet wound, if I had not used the utmost caution in wriggling along the ground on one occasion. There was a party of Germans in a wood about 200 yds behind us, and his trench which we had just taken was only a foot deep in places, & I was obliged to keep passing up & down it. As a matter of fact I rather enjoyed the evening after the Stunt, being only a few hundred yds. from the Town, as you knew, and having come through the fire so miraculously: and being, moreover, well fed on the Bosches untouched repast!! It was curious and troubling to pick up his letters where he had left off writing in the middle of a word!

If we had gone down from the line next day all would have been very well, but we were kept up (in another part of the line) for 9 days after it: under incessant shelling.

I am so glad you got the one Field Card which I was able to work down from there. Your last Parcel has arrived, and I enjoyed the Munchoc right well. I had some compensation for lost parcels in being given a parcel sent to an officer who was wounded the first day he joined us. It is a regimental custom never to send Food Stuffs back after Officers who go down to Hospital! I shall soon want some more Players. Nothing else yet!  Dont omit to address C.C.S. 13.

I am more glad than I dare say to know that dear Mary is now all right. I try to imagine that you are really well. How strange that the fact that I am in Hospital means that all cause of uneasiness about me is removed from you! Do not hawk this letter about! Nay, I would rather you told no one I am a Casual again!



Your very own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

1  May 1917  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My own dear Mother,

I have been expecting every day to be moved from here, but nothing happens; only a great calm happiness. We are a cheery crowd here this time, and I like everyone as a great & interesting fellow. Some of us have been sent down here as a little mad. Possibly I am among them.

One man in particular is supposed to be a Brain Case. He is a Trinity College (Oxford) boy, and a nephew of Sir Frederick Treves; and is going to get damages from his C.O. for libel or something of that sort; with Sir Frederick & F. E. Smith to back him up!! The chief arguments of his denouncers are (1) that he had an original Scheme for making a haul of German Prisoners, and (2) he happened to read the Bible. He is, of course, perfectly sane, but may be sent to England!

I have just been writing in French some letters for one Barlow of Typewriter fame, who has given me a personal introduction to old Erskine Macdonald, whom he treats to dinners in Town in return for the literary chat which old Skinny can give him. Also, I shall now have no trouble about Typewriting!

I have no news, but that it has been splendidly hot lately, & we have been living the lounging, irresponsible life of a hydro. It will not last long for some of us. I dont care at all if I am not sent back to the same Batt. since the C.O. is leaving, & Sorrel is in England: and I believe we are going to be a Flying Column, rushed about to wherever there is scrapping to be done.

I have, before coming down here, made proper arrangements for your letters to be sent on. Please address everything to 13 C.C.S. who will also send things after me.

Players & the thin Viyella Shirt left in the Drawer are all I want. If you havent got the Viyella, I must needs have a new one.



Always your lovingest  W.E.O. x 

(Leslie has my Sunrise just done here.)


To Mary Owen

8 May 1917  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

My very dear Sister, 

I have just re-read your last letter of April 22, which I carry about with me in my Pocket Folio of most valuable papers. Such letters are not received every day  except only from Mother. These papers have had an addition which may be useful  an introductory note to Erskine Macdonald, who edits the Georgy-porgy Verse Books. My new acquaintance Barlow seems to have old Erskine at his beck & call. This Barlow is a Yorkshire man, & knows the Jobsons. Which is more than I do.

But I have begun to find that everyone I meet knows someone that I know. There is a Neurasthenia Case here that I remember at H.Q. of the Artists Rifles. He was Mark Hamburgs fathers pupil, & Boris Hamburgs secretary. There is an officer of the Welsh Guards who also has news of old friends. I told you how I met old Hartop.

I have also found among French Officers relations of people I knew in Bordeaux!

I saw in the Casualty List about May 1: Major W. Forrest, KOSB

International Footballer. I could find no room for doubt about poor old Walter.

I had a most characteristic lovable letter from Dorothy about a week ago. I cannot bear to read the exalted things she exclaims, while I am here, so indolent, & well-looked after.

The Nerve Specialist is a kind of wizard, who mesmerises when he likes: a famous man. He is a friend of Dr. Keeble and the Reading Botany People!

You must not entertain the least concern about me because I am here.

I certainly was shaky when I first arrived. But today Dr. Browne was hammering at my knees without any response whatever. (At first I used to execute the High Kick whenever he touched them) i e. Reflex Actions quite normal. You know it was not the Bosche that worked me up, nor the explosives, but it was living so long by poor old Cock Robin (as we used to call 2/Lt. Gaukroger), who lay not only near by, but in various places around and about, if you understand. I hope you dont!

I have no intimation at all about my next move.

Meanwhile I have superb weather, sociably-possible friends, great blue bowls of yellow Mayflower, baths and bed ad lib. Soon I shall have Letters from Home.



Your own W.E.O. x 

It is absurd for me to keep saying I hope you are well or even to enquire about Mother. What do you take me for???


To Susan Owen

10 May 1917  13th Casualty Clearing Station 

Dearest Mother, 

I sent a card yesterday of a place I know very well. When I was with the Dug-Out Making Detachment, we used to pass this village, and every night the whiz-bangs & machine guns exacted their Toll.

This card I found in a shop in Corbie, with the enclosed, a picture taken in Summer 1915, so you can imagine what sort of a billet it made in the Feb. of 1917! It was in this village that I fell, & knocked the good old Nut. I hope you will keep these safe!

I sailed in a steam-tug about 6 miles down the Canal with another inmate.

The heat of the afternoon was Augustan; and it has probably added another year to my old age to have been able to escape marching in equipment under such a sun.

The scenery was such as I never saw or dreamed of since I read the Fairie Queene. Just as in the Winter when I woke up lying on the burning cold snow I fancied I must have died & been pitch-forked into the Wrong Place, so, yesterday, it was not more difficult to imagine that my dusky barge was wending up to Avalon, and the peace of Arthur, and where Lancelot heals him of his grievous wound. But the Saxon is not broken, as we could very well hear last night. Later, a real thunderstorm did its best to seem terrible, and quite failed.

The next book for you to read is A Knight on Wheels. It is great.

I, with the inherited diffidence of my distinguished Grandma, must say I could never do anything like so great.

I suppose in the million eyes of the Empire I have already done a thing greater than this merry book; but, then, more fools the million eyes...

I think it is about time your letters addressed here were turning up.

None have been sent down from the Line.

How are you rationing? The French hereabouts subsist chiefly on Dandelion Salad. I am not joking. The young leaves with oil make an excellent supper. Tell me how you find it.

I live mainly on Pine Apple Chunks. There are going to be certain things Afterwards which will be held by all who love me in everlasting TABOO, One of these is Pine Apple Chunks.

Another is a lead pencil on bad paper.

Another is the smoke of a damp wood fire.

Post is now being cleared.



All Love from your very own  Wilfred x 


To Colin Owen

14 May 1917  (13th Casualty Clearing Station)

Dearest Colin, 

Here is some Loot, from a Pocket which I rifled on the Field. I was thinking of you when I was unbuckling the Bugle from the equipment, and being then in a particularly noble frame of mind, meant to present it to you some day. But now I have got too fond of the thing to part with it!

The sensations of going over the top are about as exhilarating as those dreams of falling over a precipice, when you see the rocks at the bottom surging up to you. I woke up without being squashed. Some didnt. There was an extraordinary exultation in the act of slowly walking forward, showing ourselves openly.

There was no bugle and no drum for which I was very sorry. I kept up a kind of chanting sing-song: Keep the Line straight!

Not so fast on the left!

Steady on the Left!

Not so fast!

Then we were caught in a Tornado of Shells. The various waves were all broken up and we carried on like a crowd moving off a cricketfield. When I looked back and saw the ground all crawling and wormy with wounded bodies, I felt no horror at all but only an immense exultation at having got through the Barrage. We were more than an hour moving over the open and by the time we came to the German french every Bosche had fled. But a party of them had remained lying low in a wood close behind us, and they gave us a very bad time for the next four hours.

When we were marching along a sunken road, we got the wind up once. We knew we must have passed the German outposts somewhere on our left rear. All at once the cry rang down Line the Bank. There was a tremendous scurry of fixing bayonets, tugging off breach-covers & opening pouches, but when we peeped over, behold one solitary German, haring along towards us, with his head down and his arms stretched in front of him, as if he were going to take a high dive through the earth (which I have no doubt he would like to have done). Nobody offered to shoot him, he looked too funny; that was our only prisoner that day!

Did I tell you that on Easter Sunday evening we brought down a Hun Plane, I took the aviators handkerchief as a souvenir! It is not permitted to take anything belonging to the machine.

Now write soon something about your new Farm. Sketch me a plan of it. Have you a pleasant room of your own? Most of the gentlemen here seem keen on farming after the war. The musician is going to farm, having not practised the piano since 1914; the aviator is going to farm; the undergraduate is going to farm. Some day I will arise and go unto Mr. Bather, and will say unto him Bather, I am no more worthy to be called thy son than Colin; but make me as one of thy hired servants.

But his brother was wrath and would not let him in, and began to beat him and entreat him shamefully. But this Bather came out and said unto him Why beatest thou the ass? Be gentle with my servant, lest he fall on good soil, and make it like the wilderness of Judea, which is a great wilderness.

So he departed unto Some Area, and seeing a tree, he also pruned it that it might bring forth more fruit.

After that the tree died also, and he lay down, and slept under the shadow thereof forty days and forty nights; and gathered in his ears in due season, the mustard seed, which is the smallest of all seeds, yet brought forth ten fold, fifty fold, and an hundred fold.

And with the price thereof he bought a field, which is called the Potters Field, because he pottered there day and night and wrought nothing.

But dined sumptuously every day of locusts and wild asses milk.

And it came to pass that a woman besought him saying Give me, I pray thee, a little water to drink. Instead of water he gave her the milk. And the same woman was bent double for eighteen years. And went out sorrowful, and wept by the river of Babylon. And all fish that were in the river died.

And he knowing that the time of harvest was near at hand, and of the creeping things that creep upon the earth, went down into that water and washed seven times.

And he was covered with boils from head to foot.

And they put him upon his own ass and took him to an inn.

And in the process of time, he saithe unto him that kept the inn I will drink a little wine for my stomachs sake. Fill me seven barrels full.

And they filled them unto the brim.

And there was silence for the space of half an hour.

And when he understood the meaning of the seven stars, he lifted up his voice, and cried Fill them a second time. So they filled them a second time. Till there was no room for him in the inn.

And his face shone with the brightness of the sun.

And they all looking steadfastly upon his face, said one to another, Peradventure he sleepeth. But he began to belabour them with staves of a new song, so that they all with one accord fled violently down a steep place into the sea.

And there arose a great storm.

For a third part of all the dwellers upon the earth fell into the sea.

But he was asleep.

And he, when he came to himself, saw the stars falling in heaven, like a fig-tree when she casteth her untimely fruits.

But in process of time the devil departed from him, and he arose, and girt up his loins, and sneezed three times, so that the fool said in his heart: It is the coming of a great rain.

But he, stooping down, began to tie the latchet of his shoe. Now because of the new wine and the old leather, it came to pass that the same was rent in twain. And he stood up and cursed them.

And hell followed after.

Then cometh he that kept the inn, grievously tormented, seeking goodly pearls.

But he turned and saithe unto him: Go to! and when I come again I will pay thee.

And he answered and saithe: Peradventure thou wilt not return. I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest.

And he led him up to a pinnacle of the temple; and let him down vehemently through the roof: so that even the stones cried out. And they that saw it were astonied supposing the clouds had dropped this fatness upon the earth. And looking up they beheld the husbandman upon the head-stone of the comer.

And he shook the dust off his feet, and they were all smitten with blindness, because of the things that fell upon the earth.

And he went on his way, rejoicing, and grinning like a dog that licketh the crumbs that the swine would fain have eaten.

And the ass leaped like the hills, even the hill of Basan, which is an high hill. Selah.

CUM PRIVILEGIO.

You can send this to Harold: to be returned to me! I have let my imagination run riot. You must not show these sheets at home. But I hope you will get an innocent laugh out ofem. I have. It has passed an afternoon very well.  



Best love, dear boy. 

W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

May 1917  41st Stationary Hospital 

My own dear Mother, 

Just had yours of Sat. Evening and was astonished to apprehend that the Great Shadow is creeping on towards Colin. What will he be next birthday, seventeen?

I wrote him a wholesome bit of realism in that last letter, as well as a fantasy in the language of the Auth: Ver: of 1611. I have changed my mind and see no reason why you should not have that letter and that fantasia. It was on the model of Leslies Throw her down. So they threw her down. And he said Throw her down again. And they threw her down again. And they gathered up of the fragments that remained etc.

I did it without any reference to the Book, of course; and without any more detraction from reverence, than, say, is the case when a bishop uses modern slang to relate a biblical story. I simply employed seventeenth century English, and was carried away with it.

Incidentally, I think the big number of texts which jogged up in my mind in half-an-hour bears witness to a goodly store of them in my being. It is indeed so; and I am more and more Christian as I walk the unchristian ways of Christendom. Already I have comprehended a light which never will filter into the dogma of any national church: namely that one of Christs essential commands was: Passivity at any price!

Suffer dishonour and disgrace; but never resort to arms. Be bullied, be outraged, be killed; but do not kill. It may be-a chimerical and an ignominious principle, but there it is. It can only be ignored: and I think pulpit professionals are ignoring it very skilfully and successfully indeed.

Have you seen what ridiculous figures Frederick & Arthur Wood are cutting? If they made the Great Objection, I should admire them.

They have not the courage.

To begin with I think it was puny of Fritz to deny his name. They are now getting up a petition, mentioning their unique powers

invaluable work and so on, and wish to carry on their work from 82 Mortimer St.

W. as usual. I do not recollect Christs office address in Jerusalem, but in any case I dont think He spent much time there.

St. Pauls business premises, if I remember, were somewhat cramped, not to say confined.

But I must not malign these Brethren because I do not know their exact Apologia.

And am I not myself a conscientious objector with a very seared conscience?

The evangelicals have fled from a few Candles, discreet incense, serene altars, mysterious music, harmonious ritual to powerful electriclighting, overheated atmosphere, palm-tree platforms, grand pianos, loud and animated music, extempore ritual; but I cannot see that they are any nearer to the Kingdom.

Christ is literally in no mans land. There men often hear His voice:

Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life  for a friend.

Is it spoken in English only and French?

I do not believe so.

Thus you see how pure Christianity will not fit in with pure patriotism.

I am glad you sent that cutting from Wells Book. I hope you understood it. I did not. Not a word of it can I make sense of. I would rather we did not read this Book. Now The Passionate Friends I found astounding in its realism but like all the great terrible books it is impossible to take sides. It is not meant to be a comfortable book; it is discussional; it refuses to ignore the unpleasant.

(This practice of selective ignorance is, as I have pointed out, one cause of the War. Christians have deliberately cut some of the main teachings of their code.)

At present I am deep in a marvellous work of Hugos The Laughing Man.

By the same post as your letter came two books from Leslie, by O. Henry.

So I am well set up.

I am marked for the next Evacuation!!

So glad my Oak Seedlings are growing. How many are there likely to thrive, out of how many acorns? They have been dry, you know, for 6 years. Give them every chance.

This countryside is now superb. But from this we are no longer allowed out of the hospital bounds.

Many thanks for Punch. Yes Colin has been very good in writing to me. Keep him up to it. It will do him good, dont-you-know! And as for me: they bring me Shropshire, even as yours bring me Home.

Expect me  before Christmas.



Your  one and only  Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

18 May 1917  (41st Stationary Hospital)

Dearest Mother, 

I had the Parcel (Shirt) last night. Have just awakened  too late to write before the post leaves. Your two letters, with enclosures from Paris, came at the same time. The flowers were quite fresh; & I was very refreshed with them.

No more now. They have just awakened me to know if I have any letters for Post!



Your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

23  May 1917  (41st Stationary Hospital)

Dearest Mother, 

I wondered why it was such an effort to write the short notes of a day or two ago. I have discovered that I had a temperature of 102.9, so it was not surprising. I am still feverish but on the right side of 100°. I suppose it is Trench Fever, which has been incubating all this time, but they dont say what it is and I dont think they know.

I have had a wretched enough time, not from the fever in myself but from the stew that the whole hospital has got into. A completely new staff from England has taken over. The old people cleared off bag and baggage, bed & bedding, before even the new things arrived. They did put us in some sort of beds, but otherwise they stripped the ward stark, taking even the drugs. There was not left one chair, one mug, one teapot, one rug, one screen. They took the very ashtrays to which indeed they were welcome, for they are not worth a farthing, and I dont smoke.

No, I could no more smoke a cigarette than any unborn chicken. My servant informed me that I had some Mangee as he calls it  in my valise. But it does not tempt me at all.

He will not follow me to the Base when  or if  I go.

I repeat the new address of this place:

41st Stationary Hospital.

It is quite likely that I shall appear in the Casualty List, as Neurasthenia is marked W(ound) not S(ick)  not wrongly I think. I know that Capt. Sorrel was mentioned for Shock, and that some persons wear gold stripes for neurasthenia!

Many more are worn for bullet grazes which did not more harm than a needle-scratch.

I am afraid it is quite out of the question to find anything for Mary or even to write for todays post.



Yours ever W.L.O. x 

The new staff of the hospital will no doubt start unpacking today.

But I shall never get over my indignation at the manner of the Relief!


To Susan Owen

24  May 1917  41st Stationary Hospital 

My own dearest Mother, 

I feel normal today. Am sitting on the bed in the one Kimono left in this Rag Time Hospital. Have just had your Sat. evening (May 19)

Letter, full of gracious truths: the most pleasing being the tales of your gardening. I am sure it will do you good, and I may indeed get Leave before the Summer falls, now that it is likely I am out of the Area of the 2nd Battalion. Some regiments get leave for every officer regularly every 5, 4, or even 3 months, but in the 2nd Man. the minimum seems to have been 7!

xxx 

The M.O. has just been round  leaving me 5 mins. before the Post goes.

I am astonished at my Balance at Coxs, but not so astonished as you, knowing it is deceptive. There have been a number of Mess Bills, & other cheques drawn lately which are not yet entered at the Bank.

Moreover my Military Wardrobe will want renewing if there is another winter campaign.

On the other hand I confess  I mean I profess with pride  that I have not run into any kind of danger of losing moneys. My first Mess Bill for Jan. was £6: which I consider disgraceful for the kind of stuff we got.

I think it will be safe if you send both Cheque Book & Pass Book in registered envelope to 41st Stationary Hospital: (by return)

It is evidently Trench Fever I had, but I feel fine today. I shall send this note & go on writing for tomorrows post.



Your own W.E.O.


To Mary Owen

25  May 1917  41st Stationary Hospital 

My dearest Mary, 

I hope this little note will arrive in time for the Birthday Morning.

I am writing in bed, after an awful breakfast. Enough of those who profess and call themselves Sisters. I have a real sister, and I want her with me!

On ones 21st Birthday, it is better to look forward than back, because that way one cannot see anything at all. It is a good thing  for Fathers ethics, and the Bunting, the Majestic One, and the rest  that on my 21st Birthday, when I looked into the Future, I did not see the War coming. I did not. But if I had, I should certainly have borrowed sixpence and bundled over into Spain. In August 1914, when the moon was red, I used to go up at night to a hill-top, and look at Spain. I still do that in dreams. You have your battlefield, my dear sister, to look back upon. You too have walked slowly through many barrages; you have taken trench after trench from resisting Life; and no terror has halted you. You have taken your objective: all that remains is to consolidate....

Ive now had all your letters from Alpenrose; they were full of atmosphere. Glad you saw & liked Miss O.A.J. Without wishing to see her myself, I may say that this lady is much to be admired. She has extraordinary power over words. Her power alas sometimes degenerates into tyranny. But she is a woman who has as much poetic worth as Madam Wilcox, the hussy.

It grieves me that I cant send you any present at all yet. I am a prisoner. If they would send me to a Town of some sort I should be cured in a week. Here is the list of places & the amt. of time required to effect complete cure, showing average temperature & pulses.

Place.  Time Reqd to effect Cure.  Temp.

Normal (98.4)  Pulse.

Normal 80

St.Q.  10 years after Duration  107°

(in the shade)  150

Bordeaux  6 months  98.4  90

Paris  3 months  do.  100

Cressage  10 minutes  do.  normal H.M.S. Zealandia  20mins.  do.  rather erratic London  1 hour  perfect Alpenrose  1/2 hour | 90°  

 perfect  200

(1st minute only)

There are too many officers here who are quite well. For the last 3 nights the ward has been a midnight pandemonium. It makes me in such a stew that a thermometer if put in my mouth would at once explode.

Fortunately, last night an Artillery Colonel came to sleep here. The racket awaked him. He coughs a bit, and kicks the bedclothes up and the mattress down, and the flies all around and about. Then he sits up and opening his eyes to the full extent, bellows: Are there NONE in this ward who wish to sleep.

There are, sir, says I, and I am glad you mean to stop the din. With that he leaps off the bed, & runs out of the ward for the Sister, brings in a wretched trembling maiden just out of England: and cries: Look! Madam! Is this a hospital or is it a  ??? And flaps his pyjamas, and tries to stamp, but his bare feet made a poor enough noise.

I wonder what kind of men you get in your wards. I hear that the sisters & nurses are nice people. Did you see anything of Missis Gordon when at Alpenrose?

No more nonsense now, but just my very dearest wishes for the best years of my darling sister. May they be without cloud or ruffle of storm.

May they each be long years, that is to say, full, and may they be full of good, filled from Heaven. You will speak for me when you look up to God; and I will stand by you and for you as long as we move among men.

In other words, I am, gentle Sister, always your Brother, 

Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Monday, 28 May 1917  (41st Stationary Hospital)

Dearest Mother, 

Just a note. I was down on the list for evacuation all last week & up to last night. This morning the evacuation takes place  I and another, a Major, are crossed off the list at the last moment. It is sickening, more especially as this place becomes less and less pleasant. I suppose I shall wait for the next batch, but before that I may be turned out elsewhere  to some Line Battalion.

These are the days when last year the army was good to me. The same dreadful uncertainty overhangs me here as on that Leave pending Gazette. Would I had to report at Witley Camp on June  . I came across an old 5 Man. lad a day or two ago. Some of the Witley officers are out near here with the 1/5 th. I wish I could rejoin them. I hear that the horrid old Major is now commanding the 2nd Batt. It is not likely that Sorrel will be back for a long time. Hence I hope that I am clear of them, and shall try to avoid rather than find them again. As you may have seen they charged me £6. for my January Mess Bill. I scarcely had anything for it.

I am feeling quite well now, but I keep a sub-normal temp.! Useful enough in this weather.

I hope you will have plenty of picnics in the hay. Have you been to Cressage? P.R. arrived last evening before I went to Church. Rather a footy paper as Leslie says. There is a rumour you are going to Alpenrose. Go.  



Your lovingest W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Picture postcard: Amiens, La Cathédrale vue de Saint-Maurice 

1  June 1917  (41st Stationary Hospital)



Am not here  no move yet  quite happy  you have some erroneous ideas about my state of health! I have a chum here  glorious in my eyes for having hob-nobbed with lan Hay. You shd keep the Chambers in which Knight on Wheels first appeared. Last evening had your dear letter of May 31.

Things are vastly improving now in the management of this Hydro!

Poor Mawkie Morgan! Poor Ragge & no Bones 


To Susan Owen

512.  June 1917  41st Stationary Hospital 

Dearest Mother, 

I go down today. Where to?  Nobody knows. May be in the Hosp.

Train for days.

Health: quite restored.

Mood: highest variety of jinks.

Weather: sub-tropical.

Time: 11 a m.

Appearance: sun-boiled lobster.

Hair: 8% Grey.

Cash in hand: 5 francs.

Size of Socks: same as previous consignment.

Sole Complaints: Nostalgia Mosquito Bites Last Book Read: A picked Company by Belloc.

Clothing: sparse, almost faun.

Religion: Primitive Christian.

Aim in War: Extinction of Militarism beginning with Prussian.

Aim in Life: Pearls before Swine.

Medicine: Iron Nerve: Iron  (over?-) wrought.

Favourite Metal: Silver.

Favourite Colour: Sky-violet.

Favourite Drink: Natural Lemon Juice.

Favourite Animal: Children.

Haunt and which?: Moor  Monk.

Pet Aversion: Pets.

Blood Relations: Unbleedable.

Address of same: Temporal only.

Permanent: Unknown & doubtful.

My address: as usual; i e. unfixed.

Affection: Yours.

Name: W.E.O. or words to that effect.


To Susan Owen

8 June (1917)  41st Stationary Hosp!

Dearest Mother, 

Two days ago we started forth in motors for the Railhead: The Train was there, but no accommodation for Officers. The O.C. Train a minute doctor, with many papers and much pince-nez, refused to let us board: especially as a Major who was with us expressed himself thus: Aw I decline. I ebsolutely decline, to travel in a coach where there are  haw  

Men!

This Major is an unconscionable snob, and consequently suffers something from my humour.

It was slightly too hot that afternoon: they put some twenty Germans into this sumptuous train, and left us stamping on the platform: some indeed lying on stretchers in blankets under the staring sun. When we got back to the Hospital we were the objects of some very ungratifying applause from the unlucky ones left behind. I am still on the List, & the thing may come off more successfully tomorrow or on Monday.

I have not written yesterday, because it is just as well that you should not address any more to the 41st as from the date you heard of my departure. Thus I am getting all you send here up to the last and none will be lost. On the evening we (remainder missing).


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 10 June 1917  (41st Stationary Hospital)

Dearest Mother, 

We make another sally this day. On the whole, the rout of our last sortie was fortunate for me, as I have the parcel, and the letters and J. Oxenhams Books.

The V. Splendid contains several real poems: those indeed which you have marked. But the majority of the things have no poetic value at all.

The Cross Roads is very very good. Otherwise the work has little Pacific Value, if you understand me.

Except to individual troubles: for he evidently holds the Moslem doctrine  preached by Horatio Bottomley, but not by the Nazarene  of salvation by death in war.

Barbe of Grand Bayou seems a little too idyllic so far. Oxenhams aim seems to be to unsophisticate the reader. It is very pleasant to be reminded of Brittany, which seems not to be of this continent at all.

The book is at the opposite pole from the O. Henry books which Leslie sent me. Impossible to read them together.

At the same time I am at p. 50 of A. & E. Castles recent book:

The Hope of the House, which promises well, and which I can recommend.

My man has gone to the neighbouring Town today, so I am in haste to pack. I shall think especially with you this Evening. I crave Travel and shall be pleased like any infant to get into a puff-puff again. Have your letter writ, and post it as soon as you get my address!!



Your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Picture postcard: Etretat, Les Roches (Postmark 12 June 1917)  (No. 1 General Hospital)



I am sending by same post a Panorama of the Bay. I seem to be in America: the Hospital is staffed with the Amer. Doctors, Orderlies, and Sisters. This is the Officers Quarter. I live in a Marquee on the front lawn. We are free to walk away thr this delicious Norman Coast.

But so far  all yesterday  and this mng we are hanging around waiting for the M.Os interview. I have no idea how long I shall be kept here.

Not worth your coming over!!



W.E.O.



P.S. (later) Shall soon be home on Sick Leave. Vive  !


To Susan Owen

June 1917  No. 1 General Hospital 

My dearest Mother, 

I think it is very likely that the Americans will send me to England, but we must permit ourselves no jubilations yet. I shall believe it as soon as I find myself within swimming distance of the Suffolk Coast. The usual thing on arrival is a fortnight or more of genuine leave at home!

I am sorry! I can think of nothing else to write about, and if I went on about my expectations this letter would end in a scream. If I go bathing this afternoon it will be to practise swimming in Channel waters.

If I looked all morning at the Northern Horizon it was not because of its infinity of sea, but because of its boundary of cliffs, and the starting of the firm home road.

If I enjoy this place and make the most of it, it is because I believe I am to leave it very soon.

If I seem to be writing a matter of fact letter, it is because I am not too sure that what I am writing about will realize into matter of fact.

I will let you have a card the moment we leave. Dont expect Telegrams. I may be kept some time in London or elsewhere.



Always your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard Sunday Mng. (Postmark 17 June 1917) Welsh Hospital, Netley Hampshire 

I shall have to stay here a week or so. Visitors are allowed in the afternoons, but you will of course wait till I get my 3 Weeks at home. We are on Southampton Water, pleasantly placed, but not so lovely a coast as Etretat. The Town is not far off, & we are allowed to go in. Hope you had my Telegram. Nothing to write about now. I am in too receptive a mood to speak at all about the other side the seamy side of the Manche.

I just wander about absorbing Hampshire.



W.E.


To Susan Owen

Monday (?15 June 1917)  Welsh Hospital, Netley 

Dearest of Mothers, 

I had your letter this morning  a great delight. This place is very boring, and I cannot believe myself in England in this unknown region.

I have just written to Leslie asking him to come and convince me.

It is pleasant to be among the Welsh  doctors, sisters, orderlies.

And nurses.

They kept me in bed all yesterday, but I got up for an hour & went out today, only to be recaught and put back to bed for the inspection of a specialist. He was very nice, and when I said my home was in Shrewsbury he asked if it were in the Town itself or in the country.

I said it was nearer the country. To which he gave the usual specialist reply Ha! I also inwardly said Ha!

There was no choice of Hospitals when we were detailed off from Southampton, tho I tried to get the Birmingham Train, which those officers who lived hereabouts had to take!

When I get away I shall try to journey through London. There are new clothes I want.

The Voyage was in a luxurious West Indian Liner. I had a cabin to myself, and fared sumptuously at Table.

Here also we fare much better than anywhere in France. I sleep well and show every sign of health, except in the manipulation of this pencil.



Your own W.E.O. x 

You may as well prepare Mr. Bather gently for an agricultural slump in labour.


To Susan Owen

26  June 1917  Craiglockhart War Hospital, Slateford, Midlothian 

My dearest Mother, 

We left Netley at 11 on Monday Morning, & I separated from Captain Robertson at Kings Cross about 3 p m. I got a new hat at Peter Robinsons, and changed into new collar, tie, & pin. I entrusted Peter Robinson to send my old hat to a Cleaners. It should turn up at home in a week or so. Then I made for Burlington House. This years show is nothing so good as the last; and I didnt spend very long there.

I had tea at the Shamrock Tea Rooms, perhaps the most eminently respectable exclusive and secluded in Town. There was the usual deaf old lady and her Companion holding forth upon the new curate. I happen to know that a few stories higher in the same building is an Opium Den. I have not investigated. But I know. Thats London. I met few faces I knew. But Strolling down New Bond Street, I ran into the last person on earth or under the earth that I wished to meet: Major, now Colonel, Dempster, of the 2nd Battalion. We stopped, of course, and he pretended to be very affable and cordial. Yet I know a more thorough-bred Snob does not exist  even in the imagination of Thackeray. To meet him in my first hour in town. Alas! This, also, is London!...

I had time to get measured for new Slacks at Pope and Bradleys.

A cheap dinner, and so to Kings Cross an hour early to get a Comer Seat.

I read some Israel Zangwill as far as the Midlands. Then wondering how few miles I was from You, slept. I woke up as we were rounding the Coast by Dunbar. I saw nothing waiting to meet me at the Waverley Station, so I went into the Hotel and breakfasted hugely. I then walked the lovely length of Princes Street. The Castle looked more than ever a Hallucination, with the morning sun behind it. Or again it had the appearance of a huge canvas scenic device such as surrounds Earls Court.

A Taxi brought me up here about 2 1/2 miles from the Town.

There is nothing very attractive about the place, it is a decayed Hydro, far too full of officers, some of whom I know.

I shall not see the M.O. till Tomorrow: I am going out now to take the lie of the land.

Has my watch turned up? (Colins I mean.) It was at a Repairers when I was called away, but I did not forget it, & an American girl promised to mail it across home right then. Always your lovingest of all, 

Wilfred x 


To Mrs. Bulman

1 July 1917  Craiglockhart 

Dear Mrs Bulman, 

How exceedingly kind of you to send Miss Henderson to see me, and with such a goodly present! A good friend might have sent me strawberries, but only a very special friend could have remembered the cream!

I have also to thank you for the encouragement of your Letter received in France when encouragement was most needed; but when to answer letters was a physical impossibility. Unfortunately, if I delay an answer for a month, it becomes a moral impossibility! Even this I might have written two days ago; but you will forgive me, my Auntie Nelly, and charitably put it down to my distraught state of mind? (For you are all Charity, and I am beginning to discover the sources of my own Mothers sweetness.)

I am not able to settle down here without seeing Mother. I feel a sort of reserve and suspense about everything I do. Otherwise I am quite well  far better than, say, in the good days at Kelso.

I have endured unnameable tortures in France; but I know that I have not suffered by this war as you have and are suffering. I felt your sympathy with me out there; but now, my dear Auntie Nelly, it is all on my part.

Believe me, very sincerely, and, may I not say affectionately, yours, 

Wilfred Owen 


To Leslie Gunston

1 July 1917  Craiglockhart 

Dear L.



Worde is comen unto Edenburrowe 

That you are in Londonne Towne.



You give no address so I forward the Morals to Alpenrose. You will like to read it in London. I feel rather limp this morning  couldnt sleep  so read Locke until 3 a m.

I noticed it never grew quite dark all night; Daylight glimmered through my Northern window even at 2 oclock.

I have to meet Blanche Bulman in Edinburgh this afternoon.

A pleasaunte streme of letters is flowing in to me: but it must be fed by my own showres swoote.

My Ballad is going strong, finished Fytte 1 at the second sitting.

Late last night I very hastily draughted a Fate sonnet. I had an Idea  which is almost my Gospel. Can you get it from this? If so, how would you express it in prose?

Dont  omit to enquire about H. Monro. Your own W.E.O.

The Fates. (2nd Draught.)



They watch me, shadowing, to inform the Fates, 

Those constables called Fortune, Chance, and Death; 

G. Time, in disguise as one who serves and waits, 



Eternity, as women that have breath:

I know them. Men and boys are in their pay, 

And those I hold my perfect friends may prove 

Agent of theirs, to take me if I stray 

From Fatal ordnance. If I move, they move...

Escape? There is one unwatched way: your eyes, 

O Beauty! Keep me good that secret gate.

And when the cordon tightens of the spies.

Let the clear iris of your eyes grow great!

Bad So Ill evade the press-gang raid of age 

G. And miss the march of lifetime, stage by stage.



June 2. 17



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday (2 July 1917)  Craiglockhart 

My dearest Mother, 

Your last news was the Note of the 29th. I cant even tell you how long I shall be kept here. I feel pretty sure of another fortnight; but in any case it would be of no interest for you to come just before I am able to get home.

My own plan would be for you to come this week to a lodgement in Edinburgh. (Hotel, Boarding House, Pension, what you will) for two days. Then stay with Mrs. Bulman for a Holiday. It will be very difficult for me to get to Kelso. I should not manage it more than once.

I could as easily get right home, I think.

I fancy that having once dislodged you as far as Southport I must not exert you so soon again.

The Stunt Magnificent would have been a semi-surprise expedition to Netley  you and Colin.

I dont want you to travel up alone: taxis & porters require to be hailed with exceeding heavy hailstorms of sticks, bags and umbrellas, nowadays. What about Father? Couldnt he come alone if not with you?

Last of all, Send Colin with Tydynges of you all. I will find him a room in the village here, and give him a thundering good time, and he can have my heather suit to come in, and he shall stay four days, and (huf)*

I will show him Edinburgh and (huf) the Castle (huf) and Holyrood and (huf) the Zoo, and the fertile fields of Midlothian, and he shall be the inearnation of you all. So shall I be more at rest. For I feel a kind of reservation about all pleasant things I do here. I have made no friends in this place, and the impulse is not in me to walk abroad and find them.

Send therefore Benjamin and inform yourself of me.

I wont write letters. It seems too absurd.

It was good of Leslie to write to you.

Mrs. Bulman sent an ambassadress with strawberries & cream on Friday afternoon: a Miss Henderson, a pleasant young lady, from what I could make out of her Scotch: trifle nervous of me at first; but I did my best: and was sorry I called her Miss Ferguson so often. We have a fool of a butler-orderly, who comes up to me & says Young Lady to see you, Sir!  no card  no name. So I says I dont think, but whats it like? about a yard from where she was round a comer.

Because the middle of the night before I was wakened up by a kind of monotony in my room, which proved to be an orderly expounding a telegram to me about meeting you or somebody at a certain station next morning. And when I had given thanks, I perceived the telegram was for somebody else.

I therefore turned my face to the wall. But I have yet to deal with that Orderly.

If any of you should just look me up out of friendliness  just a frenly aftnoon call  when theres nothin much doin at home  please bring plenty of room in your baggage for taking back my surplus stuff.

Personally I dont see what Auntie Bobs has got to do with my seeing my Mother on my return from war. If I had foreseen Auntie Bobs when I was sinking in the mud or coming-to after the Embankment-Shell-Shock it would have been the last straw.

I went to a United Free Church this evening, giving up my dinner to do so.

It gave me the indigoes.

Really I am looking so well as to cause remarks to be made as I pass the guid wives in the town. I want you to see me now.



Oh Mother!  

x W.E.O.



Take breath vehemently.


To Susan Owen

Saturday, July 1917  (Craiglockhart)

My dear, dear Mother, So good of you to send a note from Yetholm. I had not expected anything before. I am full of activities now. We founded last night a Natural History Club after a first Lecture on the Mosses of the District.

I suppose I shall have to revive my Plants, for a Talk on Physiology or something. Few seemed to know what you told me about Sphagnum!



I have done an Essay on the Outlook Tower, to be delivered in privacy to Dr. Brock this afternoon!

On The Hercules-Antaeas Subject  there are only 3 or 4 lines in the Dictionaries. So I shall just do a Sonnet.

I have not seen Dr. Brocks ladies since. The Ballad came 2 days ago.

I had even forgotten the title, and had so far forgotten the text that I was deceived in thinking it suitable for the Entertainments Programme.

I went down to Leith as arranged on Thursday. Alas! I had said I must be back by 5.30. The Newboults found it wd. be impossible, unless we started immediately after lunch. So I am to go down to lunch one day next week.

That afternoon I went over the Factory and after that over Munition Works and Brass Foundries.

I am glad you were eye-witness to the instant gravitation of Chubby Cubby into my Spheres. You notice it happened before the Lure of the Sweets came on the Scene. It may be the soldiers clothes: that the sweit bairn did win as the old Ballad says. But I hae me douts.

I spent yesterday morning beating out a plate of Copper into a bowl.

That is as near as I can get to those summits of virtuous pursuits:

Fretwork, and the taming of Mice.

Leslie is at Hazely Down, not Haslar.

Dont hurry back. There is a difference of environment between Pringle Bank and Somerside Road which must prove a severe trial to your adaptability when you have to return.

Looking forward to some privately conducted tours with you when you get back. Now which of us shall meet you? Tell me the times, & only me.



W.E.O.



Best messages to Auntie Nellie.


To Susan Owen

Tues. (17 July 1917)  Craiglockhart 

Dearest Mother, 

Yes: if you came on Friday Morning we would lunch, & have an hour on the Tower: given a fine afternoon.

I have found myself obliged to order a new tunic, to have this old one cleaned, and the other one enlarged by Pope & B. and the longer I leave it, the more extortionate the cost. Already this will be £5: 10! I am to be fitted on Thursday aft. But no reason you shd not come on Thurs. if more convenient.

Dorothys letter aches with fine-feeling. I hope Mary will never write like that. It is too disturbing. Her thoughts are too shockingly unveiled. I mean to write to her, but not as I mean to write to the hundred and one expecters of my letters. I give myself three days to fit it in and no more.

My tiny Notice of the first meeting of our Field Club has gone to press. Old Brock is supposed to have written it. It was better paid than by a pukka Editors best guineas. He will probably pay me in terms of Months, which is more than Money.

Here is the opening of Antaeas:



So neck to stubborn neck, and obstinate knee to knee, 

Wrestled those two; and peerless Heracles 

Could not prevail, nor get at any vantage...

So those huge hands that, small, had snapped great snakes, 

Let slip the writhing of Antaeas wrists; 

Those heros hands that wrenched the necks of bulls, 

Now fumbled round the slim Antaeas limbs, 

Baffled. Then anger swelled in Heracles, 

And terribly he grappled broader arms, 

And yet more firmly fixed his graspèd feet.

And up his back the muscles bulged and shone 

Like climbing banks and domes of towering cloud.

And they who watched that wrestling say he laughed, 

But not so loud as on Eurystheus of old:



Wilpher dOen (!!)



About 50 lines are now done.


To Leslie Gunston

Wednesday, July 1917  Craiglockhart 

Dear L.

Thanks for yours of this morning. I hope you have had my card posted last Monday.

On Mond. next I lecture the Field Club  a Nat. Hist, association, on the lines of our old Society  Geological, (you & me) & Botanical (Vera). Do you remember: you old Black Moth? Well, the days have come when I am one of the founders of a real learned society. My subject has the rather journalese Title of Do Plants Think?  a study of the Response to Stimuli & Devices for Fertilisation, etc. I have no books yet, but I remember a number of useful points from your big Cassells (I think it was Cassells) studied in 1911. Meanwhile Im beastly bothered with our Mag. (herewith) and Im (to) take German Lessons at the Berlitz, Edin. Last week I wrote (to order) a strong bit of Blank: on Antaeus v. Heracles. These are the best lines, methinks:

(N.B. Antaeus deriving strength from his Mother Earth nearly licked old Herk.)



How Earth herself empowered him with her touch, 

Gave him the grip and stringency of winter, 

And all the ardour of th invincible Spring; 

How all the blood of June glutted his heart.



And all the glow of huge autumnal storms 

Stirred on his face, and flickered from his eyes.



I had seen your Song. May the music be equally happy. You are lucky! You shall have my Lockes Usurper if you will. Its now at home.

I see Swinburne also wrote a number of replicas of the olde Ballad!

Heigh ho!



Ever Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Monday, 30 July 1917, 11 p m.  (Craiglockhart)

My own dear Mother, 

The Lecture was a huge success, & went on till 10.20!! At least I was answering cross-questions until that time. My swotting & pottering of the good old Matric. days, and my laborious escapes from Dunsden Vicarage to Reading College have been well crowned tonight. I have only once since getting through the Barrage at Feyet felt such exultation as when winding up to my peroration tonight! The peroration was a (three words struck out) (Im tired) bit from Mrs. Browning which I remembered reading at Gailly:



Earths crammed with Heaven 

And every common bush afire with God; 

But only he who sees takes off his shoes; 

The rest sit round it and pluck Blackberries, 

And daub their natural faces unaware, 

More and more from the first similitude.



The only once was when I saw you gliding up to me, veiled in azure, at the Caledonian. I thought you looked very very beautiful and well, through the veil, and especially on the night of the concert. But without the veil I saw better the supremer beauty of the ashes of all your Sacrifices: for Father, for me, and for all of us. (Even, methought, for Mowgli-Mowlgi of Fiji, or whoever it be that will receive the much fine gold of Israels literature through your hands.)

Formerly, I should have said I had not time to write to you before. I now (with ever increasing mental vigour) perceive it was that I lacked energy. Not culpably, at all, or lazily. I cannot write to you without intensity, or without all my mind, my soul and heart and  (yes, I forget the Catechism as thoroughly as I remember: To him that overcometh, I will give the bright and morning star. O exquisite words!)

I saw a 1st Edition of Keats third book this morning. The present price was pencilled on the cover: £56. (I will tell you what dear Mrs.

Browning says of Keats next time.) This is a letter of parentheses. It is itself a parenthesis between my work. I must have the Magazine ready by tomorrow morning.  



Your own W.E.O. x 

P.S. The Concert was a great success. Far better than the one you saw.

(I simply made faces.) I looked so sympathetically at poor Antonio by thinking of Portia, who broke down. I was so sorry. She is an old Bensonian, like her husband, who played Shylock. Mrs. Pockett, fresh from the vast London stage, prompted her at the top of her voice!

To make a last parenthesis I will add that both these ladies are model wives, no less than model women. And how they love their profession!


To Susan Owen

Friday, 3 August 1917  (Craiglockhart)

Dearest Mother, 

We Field Club were to have excursed to the Pentland Hills this afternoon, but rain prevented it.

By some means, chiefly by swimming in the Public Baths really religiously, for it never fails to give me a Greek feeling of energy and elemental life; by some means, I say, I have managed to have the Magazine out in plenty of time. You will have your Copy no later than the moment of publication, which is when I plunk the copies outside the Breakfast Room Door tomorrow morning, where they will be given away to all the Club. I am glad my motion has been adopted by the Committee.

The Editorial, with its satires on Trams, the abolition of evening refreshments, the Field Club, a malcontent who sent a letter of evil gas to a previous issue, and so on may read all rubbish to you. In the beginning For our part there are six awful puns. But you need to know Musketry, or they will mis-fire.

I have a hand in the Notes & News, but no finger in the pie Peas Blossom has made of the Concert Critique. It was handed to me just as I was dashing away to Press. There is an innuendo about Pockett which I dont like, even if it is unintentional. Had I made the simple change Gratiano instead of Pockett, it would not have carried any innuendo. It is too late.

Thus I learn the awful finality of a corrected proof.

I have had so far one poetical contribution  from a Guards Officer  which he timidly brought up to my room with his own towering person.

I was trotting around the room talking to the furniture in German at the moment; but I affected what dignity I could, and tried to look as if I had 10/6 in my pocket, and fifty more contributions on my desk.

Many many dear thanks for your Dorothean letters. This lumbago is a pitiful anticlimax to your holiday and to my Letters. Care should ward it off. You have an infinite capacity for taking Pains! Tut! (or words to that effect) Im talking like a nasty incapable Doctor! But really I am fretted to hear this trouble, when I imagined you were bettered by being up here.

How is everybody else?  

x W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Tues. Night (S August 1917)  (Craiglockhart)

Dearest of Mothers, 

So pleased to have Fathers letter & your note this morning. Letters have been scarce lately. Last week passed unmercifully quickly. The only way to lengthen time is to add more miles to the roads of our journeys. And the only way to lengthen life is to live out several threads at a time and join them up in crucial moments.

At present I am a sick man in hospital, by night; a poet, for quarter of an hour after breakfast; I am whatever and whoever I see while going down to Edinburgh on the tram: greengrocer, policeman, shopping lady, errand boy, paper-boy, blind man, crippled Tommy, bankclerk, carter, all of these in half an hour; next a German student in earnest; then I either peer over bookstalls in back-streets, or do a bit of a dash down Princes Street,  according as I have taken weak tea or strong coffee for breakfast.

This afternoon I spent with a Daily Mail sub-editor, Salmond, and writer to the B.O.P, (who is going to talk our Printer into shape.)

When we had discussed together many mighty things and men, and an Emersonian silence fell between us, we went upstairs to the Cinema, & so finished a very pleasant afternoon. Tonight Pockett enrôled me as Mr.

Wallcomb, in Lucky Durham: a fashionable young fellow, whose chief business in the play is introducing people.

Thus I need at once:



1) 1 Green Suit

2)  2 or 3 Green Shirts

3) Green Collars (if any)

4)  Green Cap.

5)  Green Glass Cuff-links:  (on second thoughts, I think one of these lies somewhere in the purlieus of Bordeaux.) But didnt Father give me an Indian Silver Pair?

6)  The Oil-cloth raincoat.

7  Straw Hat (if any  I think not!)

Pockett, and Mrs. Pockett, Isaacson and Mrs. Isaacson (Portia) are all in it, so I shall know what it really feels like to be on the stage.

Only the first 2 Acts are being done next Sat., finishing the following week.

Salmond, the journalist, by the way, knew Walter Forrest, and often wrote his fame; knows also Jack Bulman, the medico!

Yes, you will like to read Mrs. Browning. Having listened so long to her low, sighing voice (which can be heard often through the page,) and having seen her hair, not in a museum case, but palpably in visions, and having received kindness from a boy to whom she was kind (M.

Léger  he is still a boy); for these reasons, I say, the Flapper flaps in vain.



The other day I read a Biography of Tennyson, which says he was unhappy, even in the midst of his fame, wealth, and domestic serenity.

Divine discontent! I can quite believe he never knew happiness for one moment such as I have  for one or two moments. But as for misery, was he ever frozen alive, with dead men for comforters. Did he hear the moaning at the bar, not at twilight and the evening bell only, but at dawn, noon, and night, eating and sleeping, walking and working, always the close moaning of the Bar; the thunder, the hissing and the whining of the Bar?



Tennyson, it seems, was always a great child 

So should I have been, but for Beaumont Hamel.

(Not before January 1917 did I write the only lines of mine that carry the stamp of maturity: these:

But the old happiness is unreturning.

Boys have no grief so grievous as youths yearning; 

Boys have no sadness sadder than our hope.)



Mayes has just been in, and it is now quarter to one on Wednesday.

There is this advantage in being one of the ones at the Hospital, that nurses cease from troubling the weary who dont want rest.

I have a sort of suspicion your note was written in bed; but perhaps it was before nine in the morning.

It is worthy of mention that we have been in mist for 3 days: a gloriously luminous mist at times. I saw Holyrood on Sunday Afternoon (being alone on Salisbury Crags), a floating mirage in gold mist.

A sight familiar enough in dreams and poems, but which I never thought possible in these islands. It was the picture of a picture; if you understand. I dont.

Its too late onight to talk like this. Time I snuggled myself away.

Goodnight, dear Mother.  

x W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Friday Night (13 August 1917)  (Craiglockhart)

My own dear Mother, 

The Field Club went a long walk over the Pentland foot-hills this afternoon. The Party was:



1) Dr. Brock 2)  Mr. Chase, learned (?) in Mosses, 3)   Quayle,,   Bees, 4)  a Shropshire man,   Birds 5)  Capt. Mackenzie, electrician.

6)  his son, aetat 13, learned in nothing.

7  )  A padre,    ditto.

8)  Me    very much ditto.



Thus it was a representative body, and between us we managed to observe and philosophize the country to about half the extent that say Belloc would have done, had he taken that walk.

I held my own in the matter of Water Plants, and my ancient chippings at Geology came in useful, not to mention the physical geography I learnt from Miss Jones. (For which lady a fee of fifty guineas would not repay the tuition she gave.) But it is very kind of the Army to provide this free-and-easy Oxford for me. It was a unique walk. We had lunch on the roadside, and tea in a cottage.

But we stayed too long, or went too far, and arrived 1/4 hour late for dinner, and very fatigued. And immediately after dinner I had to do the last rehearsal of Lucky Durham. It is done now, & I must get to bed. I read your letter by a waterfall. The Parcel has not yet come. Many thanks for the considerable trouble of packing it off. Where then is my gréen cap? So glad you thought of socks. The Expense will be refunded by the Club. I forgot to tell you this.

Yes, I really do wish you could be here tomorrow, for I am fairly confident of my part, and the more so, being with professionals, who cant let one down by any false cues or anything.

Glad you have been to Cressage.

I laughed at your hoping I should learn German during my stay in Edinburgh. Its a vile language to learn. Im overjoyed that you think of making bandages for the wounded. Leave Black Sambo ignorant of Heaven. White men are in Hell. Aye, leave him ignorant of the civilization that sends us there, and the religious men that say it is good to be in that Hell. (Continued, because important) Send an English Testament to his Grace of Canterbury, and let it consist of that one sentence, at which he winks his eyes:

Ye have heard that it hath been said: An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth:

But I say that ye resist not evil, but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.

And if his reply be Most unsuitable for the present distressing moment, my dear lady! But I trust that in Gods good time... etc.

 then there is only one possible conclusion, that there are no more Christians at the present moment than there were at the end of the first century.

While I wear my star and eat my rations, I continue to take care of my Other Cheek; and, thinking of the eyes I have seen made sightless, and the bleeding lads cheeks I have wiped, I say: Vengeance is mine, I, Owen, will repay.

Let my lords turn to the people when they say I believe in...

Jesus Christ, and we shall see as dishonest a face as ever turned to the East, bowing, over the Block at Tyburn.

I fear Ive written like a converted Horatio Bottomley.

And to you who need no such words.

That is why I want you not to destroy them; for I write so because I see clear at this moment. In my eye there is no mote nor beam, when I look through you across the world.

There is a mote in many eyes, often no other than a tear. It is this:

That men are laying down their lives for a friend. I say it is a mote; a distorted view to hold in a general way.

For that reason, if no other, I wont publish in any way the Kings and Christs.



Saturday 

Have just got the parcel up from Slateford Station by an Orderly. The Rly. sent me a notification this morning. The suit is not crushed. Everything in order. Wish I were. Shant wear the ring, or the Emerald!

Have not re-read last nights copy, lest I should cancel it, and you be without a letter of any sort.



Your own W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

15  August 1917  Scottish Conservative Club, Edinburgh 

Dearest Mother, 

I am going to Leith this afternoon; am on the way now. Got up rather late this morning, having had some very bellicose dreams of late.

I really felt most delightfully at ease en scène on Sat. Night. The whole Concert was the biggest success our stage has seen. I will send you the Magazine in good time. Mayes wrote The Concert but I rewrote parts and cancelled the reference to myself. I have also had to re-write the field club account of my lecture.

I was very proud of my straight make-up which Isaacson did for me.

How I hankered, a boy, to know the secrets of the glamour of the Shakesperian actors. Well, so it has come about that my first make up was done with the real Bensonian touch. (By Isaacson.)



(Friday)



I found the Newboults out on Wednesday. I thought Wednesday a likely day for a family excursion.

I received a card this morning, which should nerve me for a further attempt at aimless visiting.

I have just been reading Siegfried Sassoon, and am feeling at a very high pitch of emotion. Nothing like his trench life sketches has ever been written or ever will be written. Shakespere reads vapid after these.

Not of course because Sassoon is a greater artist, but because of the subjects, I mean. I think if I had the choice of making friends with Tennyson or with Sassoon I should go to Sassoon.

That is why I have not yet dared to go up to him and parley in a casual way. He is here you know because he wrote a letter to the Higher Command which was too plain-spoken. They promptly sent him over here! I will send you his book, one day, and tell you what sort of powwow weve had.  



Your own W.E.O. x 

Friday aft. Just had yours. Havent given it close attention yet.


To Leslie Gunston

22  August 1917 Craiglockhart 

My dear Leslie, At last I have an event worth a letter. I have beknown myself to Siegfried Sassoon. Went in to him last night (my second call). The first visit was one morning last week. The sun blazed into his room making his purple dressing suit of a brilliance  almost matching my sonnet! He is very tall and stately, with a fine firm chiseld (hows that?) head, ordinary short brown hair. The general expression of his face is one of boredom. Last night when I went in he was struggling to read a letter from Wells; whose handwriting is not only a slurred suggestion of words, but in a dim pink ink! Wells talks of coming up here to see him and his doctor; not about Sassoons state of health, but about God the Invisible King. After leaving him, I wrote something in Sassoons style, which I may as well send you, since you ask for the latest.



The Dead-Beat (True  in the incidental)



He dropped, more sullenly, than wearily, 

Became a lump of stench, a clot of meat, 

And none of us could kick him to his feet.

He blinked at my revolver, blearily.

He didnt seem to know a war was on, 

Or see or smell the bloody trench at all...

Perhaps he saw the crowd at Caxton Hall, 

And that is why the fellows plucks all gone  



Not that the Kaiser frowns imperially.

He sees his wife, how cosily she chats; 

Not his blue pal there, feeding fifty rats.

Hotels he sees, improved materially:



Where ministers smile ministerially.

Sees Punch still grinning at the Belcher bloke; 

Baimsfather, enlarging on his little joke, 

While Belloc prophecies of last year, serially.



We sent him down at last, he seemed so bad, 

Although a strongish chap and quite unhurt.

Next day I heard the Docs fat laugh: That dirt 

You sent me down last nights just died. So glad!



Next day I  am going to send you The Old Huntsman as a festive gift for the occasion of your First Publication.

The Death Bed is the finest poem. I told him my opinion. It is his own. This poem is coming out in the Georgian Anthology. He was struck with the Dead Beat, but pointed out that the facetious bit was out of keeping with the first & last stanzas. Thus the piece as a whole is no good. Some of my old Sonnets didnt please him at all. But the Antaeus he applauded fervently; and a short lyric which I dont think you know Sing me at morn but only with thy Laugh he pronounced perfect work, absolutely charming, etc. etc. and begged that I would copy it out for him, to show to the powers that be.

So the last thing he said was Sweat your guts out writing poetry!

Eh? says I. Sweat your guts out, I say! He also warned me against early publishing: but recommended Martin Seeker for a small volume of 10 or 20 poems.

He himself is 30! Looks under 25!

So glad your proofs are done. How long now before I have my copies?

That Farley Down occasional verse did not impress me, I am longing to re-read The Nymph, & give it to Sassoon!

Would you mind sending me all the MSS verse of mine in your keeping as soon as you can get at them? How I want a confabulation with you in my Room with everything at hand!

Sassoon admires Thos. Hardy more than anybody living. I dont think much of what Ive read. Quite potatoey after the meaty Morals.

Youll have had enough of Sassoon, what? Just one more tit-bit.

Wells said in his last letter: hope you will soon devote yourself to the real business of your life, which is poetry only by the way. Poor Wells!

We made some fancy guesses as to what he meant:  Tract-writing? stump-oratory? politics? what?

Cheero! Im well enough by day, and generally so by night. A better mode of life than this present I could not practically manage.



Yours, with affection, ever, W.E.O.


To Tom Owen

26  August 1917  (Craiglockhart)

My dear Father, 

I think this work of Sassoons will show you to the best possible advantage the tendencies of Modern Poetry. If you dont appreciate these then its Na-poo. There is nothing better this century can offer you. Ive marked the pieces for first reading, and those underlined are specially good. The Old Huntsman was put in as a title piece, to catch the hunting-people, and makeem read the rest.

The Death-Bed is a piece of perfect art.

Morning Express, page 56 is the kind of thing that makes me despair of myself; everyone says I could have done that myself!

Only no one ever did.

Please send me your Criticisms.

I am beginning to feel uncomfortably editorial again after a fortnights rest. Nobody is willing to write about our last Concerts, and it looks as if I shall have to fill half the Mag. myself, between now & tomorrow.

I am glad Colin is with you.

Realizing how impossible it is for me to be there has spoilt my holiday here. I was make-believing that I was a free creature here, but it is only that my chain has been let out a little. I should only hurt myself with tugging at it.

Fondest love to all, 

Your W.E.O.


To Mary Owen

Thursday, 29 August 1917  Craiglockhart 

My dear Mary,

I was grieved  almost aggrieved  to hear you had had some bad days at Aberystwyth, and I am still waiting to hear you are all right.

This cloud, and a great many other real ones messing about in the heavens and sometimes mooning around the building itself, and generally behaving unbecomingly on the top of us all  and the Russians panicking, and getting out of the war, and ourselves getting deeper and deeper into it, these things, I say, do not make one (eider)  downhearted. So it is not to be wondered at that I was a bit snappy in my Editorial, which you shall have in a day or two.

But a word from Sassoon, though he is not a cheery dog himself, makes me cut capers of pleasure.

My dear, except in one or two of my letters, (alas!) you will find nothing so perfectly truthfully descriptive of war. Cinemas, cartoons, photographs, tales, plays  Na-poo.

Now you see why I have always extolled Poetry.

The Redeemer, I have been wishing to write every week for the last three years.

Well, it has been done and I have shaken the greater hand that did it.

The Death-Bed, my dear sister, should be read seven times, and after that, not again, but thought of only.

Here is a very good brooch, a very good brooch. Unless you like it much, I shall very likely sneak it again for a model of latter-day design!

There is no hint of a Board for me yet! Im going down to make my Evening Tea now. Just a card will tell me how you & dear Mother are.



Your loving Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Monday (2 September 1917)  (Craiglockhart)

My dearest Mother, 

It seems you have had unmerciful weather. You will be all the more glad, according to your custom, to be Home again.

Mayes introduced me to some modem people, and I went there yesterday afternoon:  two men and their wives, who share a big house in a fine Georgian Crescent in Edinburgh.

The ladies wear short hair and decorative gowns, and think themselves artistic. But yesterday they had to mind their babies, which being self-centred, unmannerly blobs of one to three years bored me utterly.

The drawing room was worth seeing with its black carpetless floor, white walls, solitary superb picture, grand piano, Empire sofa and so on.

I think they are genuine people  the more so because they adore their progeny than because they profess to admire my poetry.

I heir picture  a loan  is an Academy Exhibit by the painter of the finest picture now in the Edinburgh Gallery, which you did not see.

This last is called Avatar. Bibby of the Annual wrote to the artist asking for the same canvas with additions (a wounded soldier). The Artist (forget his name) wrote back: accepted  fee £500. Thus I am specially anxious to see Bibbys. Has Father got it r If not I must buy one.

Many thanks for Fathers Views (of Aberystwyth). Wish I had his views of S.S. I will copy out one or two of my recent efforts in Sassoons manner.

I have been doubtful whether to... (four words illegible) to mine. But now I find it well received by the public and praised by Sassoon with no patronizing manner but as a musical achievement not possible to him.

He is sending copies of the Hydra to Personages!

Last night I had a consultation with Dr. Brock from 11 to midnight!

I asked him (for the first time) when he meant to have me boarded.

He said there were no instructions given to him yet; and wasnt I quite happy where I am? Very well...

I still have disastrous dreams, but they are taking on a more civilian character, motor accidents and so on.

The Concert last Sat. was nothing very notable. What took the applause of the Faery Mustard Seed was some charming dancing by a girl of 13 or 14. When I see a Ballet Dance, I surrender half my kingdom, lose my head, and put it on a charger. Thus at least I forget the war.

The Field Club Tonight was some stories of Sea-Fishing off the Waterford  Cork Coast  some good yarns.

Nothing more to tell, I think. Horrid weather continues.



Ever your own W.E.O. x 

P.S. (1) I should rather like some Typed Copies of these verses.

(2) Please return at once all MSS. you have  such as were sent on by Leslie.


To Susan Owen

7 September 1917  (Craiglockhart)

My dearest Mother, 

These last two days Thursday and Friday have been the very fullesthappiest of the year  excluding only one or two of the days when you were up here. Went with Mayes to a perfect little dinner at the Grays and passed an evening of extraordinary fellowship in All the Arts. The men are not of the expansive type  one is a History Honoursman at Oxford, the other owner of a large Munition Works. The ladies have more effusiveness, but are genuine. One is really witty and the other is a sculptor of great power.

They showered books upon me on leaving; and on Monday I am to escort Mrs. Gray on an expedition into the slums to see an old Italian  a street-singer whom she took-up and who says he was once an operatic star! He is probably a fraud, but we shall see that  and we shall see his many children.

Mayes and I crept in at a late hour last night. This is known to the C.O. but he has said nothing to me. Mayes talked it over with him this morning. At midnight, however, a nurse came to me very austerely:

Dr. Brock will see you at once Mr. Owen! I went: in pyjamas and perspiration. He said a lady in Edinburgh expected me to lunch today to show me around the Slum Gardens. Goodnight! I retired in stupor.

So I went to lunch at their palatial house with two maiden sisters, The Misses Wyer. One of them took me over the Gardens and I gave my opinions and views. (Dr. Brock is trying to get me in touch with the Edinburgh submerged tenth.) It will never come off while I am in uniform: but I cant tell him that. I went back to a marvellous pleasant Tea with the other Lady, who has travelled far and wide over the continents and the literatures. Then in sailed an enormous old lady of the type of old lady I have but once or twice met  outside Thackeray  intellectual, witty, vigorous: told some good stories and eat a huge tea; an admirer of Alec Waughs book Loom of Youth! Waugh wrote this at 18. But more of this book later. The touches of what I can only call kultur in its universal sense, not English French or German but universal, and the discovery of my own  almost secret  views of such things as sculpture, state-craft, ethics, etc. etc, in these strange beings and places were enough to make the day memorable in itself.

But tonight Sassoon called me in to him; and having condemned some of my poems, amended others, and rejoiced over a few, he read me his very last works, which are superb beyond anything in his Book. Last night he wrote a piece which is the most exquisitely painful war poem of any language or time. I dont tell him so, or that I am not worthy to light his pipe. I simply sit tight and tell him where I think he goes wrong. He is going to alter one passage of this very poem for me.

No wonder I was happy last night, and that tonight I must get it off my chest before I sleep.

The Field Club of 12 members went to the Observatory this afternoon. I forgot I was missing that. But Sassoon as it happens has just asked me to go to tea with the Astronomer Royal tomorrow. So I shall see much more than what I missed! How I shall get a Magazine out this week-end I dont know.

Will you do a sacred task for me? Wrench open the Cupboard of my Desk and withdraw from the top-shelf right-hand side, three port-fôlios  two are khaki, one is Harolds gilt-stencilled velvet blotter. Upon your unimpeachable honour do not inspect the contents either of the cupboard or of the portfolios. But promptly pack off the portfolios under secure wrappings and plain address. I dont care if you damage the cupboard-door. But dont damage the hinges of your mind by wrenching the secrets of my portfolios. This sounds mysterious; but I am serious.

Some of these verses will light my cigarettes, but one or two may light the darkness of the world. It is not a question of wheat and chaff, but of devils and angels....

I have written to Harold. I hope I am not feeding you with this kind of talk, but I write straight from my experiences and heart.

Do thou likewise.



Your own W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday Evening (10 September 1917)  (Craiglockhart)

My dearest Mother, 

My pen is wet from an amusing contribution to myself: Extracte from the Chronicles of Wilfred de Salope, Knight: describing the Hospital Life in mediæval jargon. I am still worried by lack of matter for my Mag.

Yesterday I lunched with Sassoon at his Golf Club. My discipleship was put to a severe fleshly trial. I had had no breakfast (quite right if invited out to lunch!) choosing to stay in bed till 10; and he did not come in from the Course till quarter past two.

Afterwards I put him to the trial of writing a poem in 3 minutes in the manner of those in the Graphic, etc. He produced 12 lines in 4 minutes.

Absolutely undistinguishable from the style of thing in the Magazines.

Then we walked over to the Observatory, and had a most interesting tea with the Astronomer, his wife and children. The children were dumbfounded with boredom. The only star we talked about was Sir H.

Tree, and the only stars Sassoon saw were in the electric-blue eyes of little Tom when I took courage and spoke to him.

S. & I had made a plan to pull the Astronomers leg, but it didnt come off.

He is a parlous clever man.

There was a pretty good concert that evening.

Tomorrow is the great performance (hinted at by Mustard Seed)

I shall have a busy day with various appointments & am glad I kept out of further play-acting.

Brock wants me to get busy with Scouts now!

Chase wants a Lecture on Soil for the Field Club.

I just want to get home. Would you send around your next letter Poèmes Elegiaques, Laurent Tailhade, high shelf of book-case, yellowbacked.

Your lovingest W.E.O.

S. wants to get me a green-tab job in England. I think he could. Fondest love & wishes for Mary, and thanks for her long letter. this and by this much only I spotted him! I quote from a publication:

very slim and shy, with eyes which may be blue or brown when you come to examine them closely.

He is thirty-one. Let it be thoroughly understood that I nourish no admiration for his nose or any other feature whatever.

The Friend is intensely sympathetic*, with me about every vital question on the planet or off it. He keeps all effusiveness strictly within his pages. In this he is eminently English. It is so restful after the French absurdities, and after Mrs. Gray who gushes all over me. But there is no denying to myself that he is already a closer friend than, say, Leslie. Just as this assertion is not the result of having been with him so much lately, neither is it derogated by the shortness of our acquaintancetime. We have followed parallel trenches all our lives, and have more friends in common, authors I mean, than most people can boast of in a lifetime.

As for the Poet you know my judgement. Whats yours? If I ever said anything so ambiguous as I wish I had Fathers views I meant I wish I knew Fathers views  and had them before me. By the way S. has written two or three pieces around chance things I have mentioned or related! Thus the enclosed scribble is a copy of what he wrote after I had read three Sonnets on Beauty (subject) by E.L.G., O.A.J., and me....

I do think it a pity Leslie is in such a hurry.

I had a jolly afternoon with Mrs. Gray on Saturday. We got ourselves admirably stared at in Lower Edinburgh. I wore a hooligan manner and cap, but unimpeachable gloves, boots and tie. Mrs. Gray wore weird clothes and some priceless rings. Tomaso was out. We left the macaroni, the toffees and so on, in the wrong house at first. We thought the stupefaction of the good woman part of the days work. However she discovered our mistake and came after us. We were by then mingling with a crowd following a poor (sober) woman who was being arrested.

Tomaso was out, but we found a suitable object of compassion in his (unmistakably Italian) boy who had impaled his leg on a railing-spike.

We did not inspect the leg. The smell of carbolic was strong enough under the clothes. Then we rummaged over a delightful dark and filthy curiosity-shop, and I discovered a real Roman Vase which I got for a shilling. But Mrs. Gray bought a real bronze,  doubtful Roman  lamp for 1/6 as a present for me. So I had to give her the vase! For I had another little dinner with them and came up to the Concert in their taxi.

Mrs. Steinthal is a mighty clever sculptress. We had great fun in Princes St. buying a laurel-wreath for Mayes for presentation after the play. Poor Mayes overdid himself and has lost his speech. Came up to my room and woke me up this morning with appealing eyes and curious gesturations. I thought he was mad and have yet to get over it! He has been often seized thus, and will soon get right again.

Surely you have some more MSS. Purple for instance. If not, many are lost. I hate losing trifles;  and because they are my only diary, I humbly desire you to keep these letters.



Your very own W.E.O. x 

How is Mary?

* sym-pathy = feeling with (Greek)


To Susan Owen

Tuesday Aft., 25 September 1917  Craiglockhart 

My own dear Mother, 

Last week has been a pretty full one. I might if I wanted become mildly lionized by Edinburgh Society. The best visit I made was to John Duncan: a pretty great artist, living near the Grays. He is one of the ones in the Academy; but didnt sell his picture this year. It is a thing of many beauties. I have been made very sad by the extreme beauty of the eyelids of one of his Faces. But he used no model for her. It is a sad thought that Nature cant grow a face as old Duncan can. I was to go on to see Lintott, of the Avatar, but I got so comfortable at Duncans that Mrs. Gray couldnt get me away.

I hear that Lintotts bargain with Bibby took the form of a dying English soldier and four angels carrying off a crystal! Something like that.

One night we had a jolly dinner at the Caledonian Hotel. One of the party was the Librarian of the University, who would be delighted to teach me German. My Berlitz Lessons are now finished. I have learnt enough not to be a nuisance of a pupil to him. I had the first lesson in the University last Friday.

On Sat. we had a Field Day for Boy Scouts.

This morning I gave my first lesson of course of English Literature in a big school in Edinburgh! I had 39 boys, who seemed most intelligently attentive.

I am to be boarded today, and am waiting to be called in at any moment. Dr. Brock says I shall be given an extension.

I had one horrid night since I last wrote.

I send you my two best war Poems.

Sassoon supplied the title Anthem: just what I meant it to be.

Harold might have them after.

Will write soon again.  



Your very own Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 10p m. (27 September 1017)  (Craiglockhart)

My own dear Mother, 

Glad to have your reproach this morning & to think my letter could not arrive long after your posting. The Result of the Board has not been officially announced, but before it Dr. Brock said I should be kept on. In a few minutes I must go down to a special meeting about the Magazine. We have a new House President now, who is willing to lay out more money for it. At last, moreover, there seem to be people capable of helping to it. Sassoon is too much the great man to be bothered with it, and I wish I had back again the time I have wasted on it. I was cajoled into promising to act in the next big play, but had the fortitude to get out of it again.

I think one of the most humanly useful things I am doing now is the teaching at Tynecastle School. Did I tell you what a great time I had on Tuesday with the 39 boys. Their Teacher is a charming girl,  wife (of course) of an Army Doctor. She had the exquisite tact to offer to leave me alone, but I requested her company for the lesson.

They also have a School Magazine. I was rather struck with this:



Mr Seaton bought a motor car, 

And had it painted yellow.

In goggles and a big fur coat, 

He looked a handsome fellow.



Observe the astonishing conciseness of the thing. Three things conjure the complete picture: yellow paint, goggles, big fur coat! And the irony of the last line!

I  called for the poet  a wizened little pinch-face, about two feet high!

The international idea has already got hold of some of their little imaginations.

Tues. Aft. 2  October 1917



I have rescued these sheets from under a few feet of later accumulations.

I have been quite well all week save for a cold. Nothing has been announced about my Board. Clearly I have another 3 weeks yet  before leaving  or having another board.

Have been to School again. Am going to do Hiawatha with them now.

On Friday last I went with a party over the Fleet: inspecting in Detail the longest fighting ship in the world.

Midshipmen showed us round.

Most people knew the Zealandia, but I had forgotten the name of Harolds present ship. The officers cabins are marvels of size & comfort.

In the Mess Room an asiatic creature in frowsy livery was hovering behind the table. For a long time I thought it was some waiter or steward, & was astonished when it sat down beside me. It was some Japanese dignitary.

I have been to see the Lintotts. He seems an excellent gentleman, blessed by nature with a clubbed foot, for he is still of age, and a boy of about 12.

On Monday I lectured on Soil, out of Sheer light-heartedness!

This afternoon I was booked by the Mackenzies to go with them to their sons school. A merciful rainy day and my cold have been my excuse. I think they only want me to see what a magnificent school their kid  a wash out  attends.

Saturdays Concert consisted for me of a series of manoeuvres with the Dancer portrayed on Page 14. It was fluttering about the doors unattended so long that I invited it in. When the lights went up, I thought worse of it; and after a little furious thinking, contrived to steer it safely out of the building, and return to see the Play in peace.

I have before me a letter, (as the novelists say,) from Lady Margaret Sackville to Sassoon, shyly presenting him with her war poems  some of them very fine. She is the great Patroness of Literature, and I am going to ask her for something for the Magazine.

I included my Next War in order to strike a note. I want Colin to read, mark, learn etc. it. This is wretched news of him. If he joins as a private in the R.F.C. very well. But he will never fly with advantage to his Country.

Read Wells article in todays Mail. Most important. I enclose it.



As for myself, I hate washy pacifists as temperamentally as I hate whiskied prussianists. Therefore I feel that I must first get some reputation of gallantry before I could successfully and usefully declare my principles.

I may as well (to make up for so little letter-stuff lately) send you my most lurid war-episode. It is not in a finished state. You had better keep it strictly to yourself, & send it back before you have marked, learnt, & inwardly digested it.

I have been rendered an apathetic maudlin by a cold last week, but it is clearing up now.

Always your own Wilfred x 

The figure of the Caliban at Somerside Place affects my imagination even more than the dainty Ariel. I have not been round.


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 14 October (1917)  Craiglockhart 

My own dear Mother, 

Its getting time I saw you again. Three months without leave would seem long with a Regiment, longer perhaps than it does here; where I am kept amused.

This afternoon, after lunching with Miss Wyer, and a scholastic ladyfriend of hers, we went up to Colinton, a village close to here, to see Mr. Blaikie, one of the heads of Constables, Printers. I was not long discovering that he was a friend of Stevensons from boyhood. Stevensons famous old nurse was Blaikies first. So it was an interesting afternoon; tho old Blaikie affects a contempt for R.L.S. It is a beautiful thing that children of Tynecastle School,  or of the Birkenhead Institute are able to get nearer to the romantic heart of Stevenson, and really know him in a better way, than this person who played with him before even Treasure Island was dreamed of.

On Friday I went to the Lintotts again. Lintott has reason to be proud of his work, which he is not  particularly  ; and the beautiful Mrs.

Lintott has reason to be proud of her boy, which she is. From there I went to see Mrs. Scott, Mrs. Grays mother, and her daughter, who has just given up work in the War Office. Miss Scott was out.

On Sat. I met Robert Graves (see last poem of O.H.) for Sassoon, whom nothing could keep from his mornings golf; & took Graves over to the Course when he arrived. He is a big, rather plain fellow, the last man on earth apparently capable of the extraordinary, delicate fancies in his books.

No doubt he thought me a slacker sort of sub. S.S. when they were together showed him my longish war-piece Disabled (you havent seen it) & it seems Graves was mightily impressed, and considers me a kind of Find!! No thanks, Captain Graves! Ill find myself in due time.

I think it a rather precious exhibition of esteem that S.S. lends me the MSS. of his next book. On the other hand, when I pointed out a quotation from Shakespere that I intended for my Frontispiece, he collared it by main force, & copied it out for himself!

I dont think of anything else of interest to tell you  even if the above is so. My next board should be a week next Tuesday. They may cast me out the same day,  or give me another month. Both issues are acceptable. I could do a lot with another month here; but I feel a growing homesickness.

I am no longer neurasthenic, though I may be neurotic.

It is high time you started a special course of getting fit so that I may find you all bonny, & so that the exertion of my company may not fatigue you. Time also to get the house swept and garnished, not of dust and cobwebs but of the Webby people that come to spin their yams there.

Dearest love all round and round  



From Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Tuesday (? 16 October 1917)  (Craiglockhart)

Dearest Mother, 

I went with Blanche to her Uncles this evening. As you have been I need not describe. They were extremely pleasant, (half sheet missing) to see the case tomorrow. Here is a gas poem, done yesterday, (which is not private, but not final).

The famous Latin tag means of course It is sweet and meet to die for ones country. Sweet! And decorous! (half sheet missing) boys to Swanston Cottage  Stevensons you know. We are reading St. Ives; many scenes occur there, and in the Castle, & even on the road just outside the Hydro!

It is horribly cold in my room, but what like out There?

I will enclose this in The Pageant of War. I dont know why Lady Margaret has put all those Colin might join the Artists Rifles with about a years certainty of life; or as a private in the R.F.C. with no danger.

Sassoon came up to me the other night & confessed he didnt know what to do next about his show. He is to be boarded soon, and is getting in a tighter fix than ever.



Wednesday 

Here Mayes came up & pow-wowed till after midnight. This afternoon instead of going to Bangower I went to St. Bernards Crescent, & had my first sitting  about an hour. The charcoal outline was finished in 5 minutes, & before tea the complete rough likeness was done in oils! I think it will be a great success  impressionistic rather than finicky. Mrs. Ss mother-in-law was there, & did at the same time a small water-colour; it turned out a failure in my opinion.

I proudly record that Pixie, (aged one exactly, & the most exquisite bit of protoplasm of that age I have handled) much preferred me to her grandmother; and would not be taken away from me. I enclose her photograph with her Mother. The fat boy is Martin, Mrs. Steinthals.

I will help Colin to a motor bike if he will come up here on it.

Ever your lovingest  by many years  of Sons, 

Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 18 October 1917  Craiglockhart 

My own Mother, 

I think I described to you my meeting with Robert Graves, and how S.S.  said of him: he is a man one likes better after he has been with one.

So it turns out with my case. You will be amused with his letter.

He carried away a Poem, or was carried away with it, without my knowledge. It was only in a Draft State, & I was perfectly aware of all the solecisms.

Yesterday I did go to Newboults  an event you will no doubt hear of. Chubby Cubby had grown, and his face altered. But the old gold and olive ensheath him as in Summer. I should like to pickle his hands for the benefit of mankind in the future.

From there, I went to a tête-à-tête dinner with Miss Scott, Mrs. Grays sister. By the way, you have mixed up the babies of these families  as fairy-godmothers often do. Miss Scott, whose financial means of support are considerable, but whose physical means of support are inadequate, she being some four feet high, became very personal during the meal, &

I had hard work to keep the talk on R.L.S. and not L.S.D.

What is the name of Harolds ship? Blanche B. mentioned the Motor Cycle, & I hope to ride home on it. To hear Margaret Bickerton talk physiology gives me the sky-blue shakes. I naturally forget whatever she said...



Always your W.E.O. x 



Friday 

I forgot to mention that yesterday I bought a £5. National Bond; and a Wrist Watch.

Called on Lintotts this afternoon. I notice your last letter wilfully misplaces the adjectives. It is only Lintotts wife that is beautiful, which I say ungrudgingly.

I think quite the best picture in B.s Annual is Lee Hankeys Madonna. Look at it at once!

Lee Hankey the day when... (two words illegible) the morning after a night-talk with Harold Monro in the Bookshop Days I turned up on parade in Regents Park without my belt. Lee Hankey gave me an hours penal drill for this!

I am to meet Lord Guthrie on Sat. at Swanston.

Somewhere in my Bookshelves, perhaps near the Dressing Table, there is a large boys-book, pub. by R.T.S. about West Indian Missions.

It contains a number of fine photographs of Red Skins. I want all these photographs, if you would please find them and cut them out, and send them. Thanks!



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 21 October 1917  Craiglockhart 

My dearest Mother,

It was a puzzle and a mystery to many, the party of six that assembled this afternoon at the Braid Hills Tram Terminus, and began a saunter into the Pentland Hills. People saw a married lady, an obviously unmarried young man in a reckless soft-cap, a well-dressed boy with violet eyes and tie, (wonder where his mother learnt that?) an ill-dressed thin boy, with an intellect behind his parchment forehead; a fat little knave apparently with a large apple stowed under each cheek in case of emergency; and a tall awkward boy, very nervous of himself. What spirit drove us together? The spirit of Stevenson it was; and he was with us at his gayest all the time.

He caused the finest wind the Pentlands can produce to come and play with us; and October spared us the last of her sun-remnants. When we beheld the Cottage to good advantage, we sat in the lee of a haystack and ate sandwiches. We then sang songs, and told tales, every now and then leaping about and prancing for joy.

It was already darkening when we reached Colinton and had tea, and quite dark when we took the Edinburgh road; and so we took it in good style with songs and dancing, whistling and holloing. Until the meteors showered in heaven; and we fell calm under the winter stars, and some of us saw the pale pathway of the Spirits for the first time.

And seeing it so far above us, and feeling the good road so firm beneath us, we worshipped God in our hearts; and knew we loved one another as no men love for long.

That was my way of spending Sunday.

The boys had each been to church in the morning, and I had been at my travail, for I am not ordained a listener in the temple of life.



Monday 

On Sat. I went to Swanston, & fell into a trap. Lord Guthrie wants me to do some historical research work for him in the Edinburgh Libraries.

I was not at all keen, & pleaded in vain my ignorance & my hatred of legal matters. But I had to meet him this morning in The Advocates

Library, & have now my work cut out.

In person he is my old idea of a judge, tall, long-faced, with solemn hanging jowls, scrupulously shaven and dazzlingly clean in his tall collar; blue clothes, cravat, and tie-pin.

A most courteous gentleman withal, and no lady has ever given me tea in so fine a manner. We had tea alone in Stevensons room; but scarcely a word was spoken of him!

I would like you to get his St. Ives for 1s. (or l/3 if you are weak) for I havent a copy of my own: and read it as quick as you can.

I wrote quite six poems last week, chiefly in Edinburgh; and when I read them to S.S. over a private tea in his room this afternoon, he came round from his first advice of deferred publishing, and said I must hurry up & get what is ready typed. He & his friends will get Heinemann to produce for me. Now it is my judgment alone that I must screw up to printing pitch.

Tell me the date & contents of yr. last letter. Saturdays post didnt arrive owing to the Raid in the South!

I heard from Harold yesterday.

Looking out for the Redskin Photographs, and hoping you will read St. Ives, 

Yours ever W.E.O. x 

You must be prepared for a long period of Post Cards! I find I have put some poetic material on p. 3 for instance which ought to have been economized for my serious workshop.


To Susan Owen

Sat. (29 October 1917)  Craiglockhart 

My own dearest Mother, 

So relieved by your Card this morning. How good of you to report instantly of your palatial-gorgeous sickness. But it was not a joke to me yesterday.

I hear this morning that I am to be boarded next Tuesday  and sent away. It is not absolutely certain, but Dr. Brock thinks that will be the issue this time. I am rather upset about it. Especially as I am so happy with Sassoon. Spent all day with him yesterday, Breakfast, Lunch, Tea & Dinner, chiefly at the Conservative Club. Hence no letter yesterday!

Today, since 3 oclock High Jinks reigned at Mrs. Fullertons Apartments; we gave the boys Tea & Supper; Mrs. F. says she never enjoyed so much any party in her 23 years experience. I can say almost as much.

We left the House at 9 p m. & I have just arrived here.

Strange, if you like, but I am seriously beginning to have aching sensations at being rooted up from this pleasant Region. I wanted to arrange my 3 Weeks around Christmas; but now I can only think of spending the 25th in a detestable Mess Room.

However you will be none too well by Wednesday next, & I may cheer you up, my precious Mother, whose little finger will break all the charm of Edinburgh, and all the love that it has thrown about me.

No more news  or I shall have not enough to gabble about around the Home Fire.

I may not arrive till Thurs. or Friday. Or again I may not come till next year!

S.S. has come in since I started this (2 mins. ago) & is deeply annoyed about this news, and is going to siege his Dr. Rivers about me!



Ever your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Monday (Postmark 29 October 1917)  (Postmark Midlothian)



It seems really likely that I shall be evacuated on Tuesday. Some time ago the Grays made me promise to stay 2 or 3 days with them before leaving Edinburgh. I am going there this afternoon, & if they ask me again, I may stay one day in order to get my picture done. Sassoon is anxious for me to spend a day or two of my 3 weeks with some people at a Manor near Oxford. I have not made up my mind. We went to the Astronomers yesterday, & saw the moon.

I wonder how I shall find you all. I shall be in a desperate excited state when I arrive. Make due arrangements for Colins presence!

So, then, I may turn up on Tues. Night, or Wednesday Morning, or any day until Sat., for I want to stay on here a few days (if it wont shorten the 3 weeks) to be able to return all my borrowed books, & make a graceful exit from these scenes.

 

W.E.O.


To Siegfried Sassoon

5 November 1917  Mahim, Monkmoor Road, Shrewsbury 

My dear Sassoon, 

When I had opened your envelope in a quiet comer of the Club Staircase, I sat on the stairs and groaned a little, and then went up and oosed off a gourd, a Gothic vacuum of a letter, which I put by (as you would recommend for such effusions) until I could think over the thing without grame.

I have also waited for this photograph.

Show some rich anger if you will. I thank you; but not on this paper only, or in any writing. You gave  with what Christ, if he had known Latin & dealt in oxymoron, might have called Sinister Dexterity. I imagined you were entrusting me with some holy secret concerning yourself. A secret, however, it shall be until such time as I shall have climbed to the housetops, and you to the minarets of the world.

Smile the penny! This Fact has not intensified my feelings for you by the least  the least grame. Know that since mid-September, when you still regarded me as a tiresome little knocker on your door, I held you as Keats + Christ + Elijah + my Colonel + my father-confessor +

Amenophis IV in profile.

Whats that mathematically?

In effect it is this: that I love you, dispassionately, so much, so very much, dear Fellow, that the blasting little smile you wear on reading this cant hurt me in the least.

If you consider what the above Names have severally done for me, you will know what you are doing. And you have fixed my Life  however short. You did not light me: I was always a mad comet; but you have fixed me. I spun round you a satellite for a month, but I shall swing out soon, a dark star in the orbit where you will blaze. It is some consolation to know that Jupiter himself sometimes swims out of Ken!

To come back to our sheep, as the French never say, I have had a perfect little note from Robt. Ross, and have arranged a meeting at 

12.30  on Nov. 9th. He mentioned staying at Half Moon St., but the house is full.

I have ordered several copies of Fairies & Fusiliers, but shall not buy all, in order to leave the book exposed on the Shrewsbury counters! Im also getting Colvins new Life of Keats, no price advertised, but damn it, Im to enjoy my Leave!

I am spending happy enough days with my Mother, but I cant get sociable with my Father without going back on myself over ten years of thought.

What I most miss in Edinburgh (not Craiglockhart) is the conviviality of the Four Boys (L. vivere  to live). Someday, I must tell how we sang, shouted, whistled and danced through the dark lanes through Colinton; and how we laughed till the meteors showered around us, and we fell calm under the winter stars. And some of us saw the pathway of the spirits for the first time. And seeing it so far above us, and feeling the good road so safe beneath us, we praised God with louder whistling; and knew we loved one another as no men love for long. Which, if the Bridge-players Craig & Lockhart could have seen, they would have called down the wrath of Jahveh, and buried us under the fires of the City you wot of. To which also it is time you committed this letter. I wish you were less undemonstrative, for I have many adjectives with which to qualify myself. As it is I can only say I am  

 

Your proud friend, Owen 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Thurs. Night (Postmark 9 November 1917)  

Regent Palace Hotel, Piccadilly Circus, London 

Woke up at Padd. arriving an hour sooner than expected. Had no difficulty in getting a good room. Looked in at Poetry Bookshop, where I was informed by Miss Klematanski that I had met a friend of hers in Edinburgh. I couldnt recall this friend for some minutes, so shocked at being recognized myself. Monro is in England, but ill.



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday Mng. (10 November 1917)  Regent Palace Hotel 

Had a memorable dinner at the Reform last night, & stayed talking with Ross till one A.M. I and my work are a success. I had already sent something to the Nation which hasnt appeared yet, but it seems the Editor has started talking of me, and Wells told me he had heard of me through that Editor! H.G.W. said some rare things for my edification, & told me a lot of secrets. I only felt ill at ease with him once, and that was when he tried to make me laugh at Arnold Bennett.

Wells is easily top dog when it comes to jests, and Im afraid I took his side, and told Bennett I disapproved of his gaudy silk handkerchief!

Bennett had just had a look round in Ireland, but he had nothing to say outside his Daily News Article, which I suppose you read. I didnt.

I got Bennett into a comer about Sassoon. I think they noticed me because I stood up to them both politely when they shook hands to go, and argumentatively.



W.E.O.

chat with Monro, not forgetting to ask him about the Nymph. Graves book just came in while I was there. Haste thee, Nymph, and bring with thee Jest & youthful jollity!  



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

23  November 1917

5  (Reserve) Bn. Manchester Regt., Northern Cavalry Barracks, Scarborough 

Dearest Mother, 

I have been put on a species of Light Duty which I little expected:

I am Major Domo of the Hotel. There is a Mess President, the Doctor, Capt. Mather, whom I knew at Witley, and like very much; there is also a Food Specialist: under him like me. Capt. Mather then has the responsibility, but will do little but sign his name. I have to control the Household, which consists of some dozen Batmen, 4 Mess Orderlies, 4  Buglers, the Cook, (a fat woman of great skill,) two female kitcheners, and various charwomen!

They need driving. You should see me scooting the buglers round the dining-room on their knees with dustpan and brush! You should hear me rate the Charwoman for leaving the Lavatory-Basins unclean.

I am responsible for finding rooms for newcomers, which is a great worry, as we are full up. This means however that I have a good room to myself, as well as my Office!

I keep two officers under arrest in their rooms; & spent a dismal hour this morning taking one of these for exercise.

I get up at 6.30. to see that the breakfast is ready in time.

I spent this morning in Correspondence, and Inspection of rooms: working from 8 a m. to 12. This afternoon I ordered from the Grocers and the Greengrocers vast quantities of food.

I do no parades, and can go out when I like. (This by special ruling of the Colonel.)  Who is not liked among his 70 officers.

I am specially busy at present. There was a guest night yesterday, which meant a gorgeous meal, whose menu I am ashamed to give you.

It kept my house-lads sweating till after midnight.

And the Food Expert has gone away for a time.

I am also in charge of the Wine & Tobacco, and took stock in a most business-like manner this afternoon.

It is interesting work but hardly lighter than a Platoon Commanders.

I am pestered by these new officers who are in the first flush of commissionhood, and need to be suppressed.

I shall soon be putting up another pip.

I beg to acknowledge your letter of the 22nd inst. and have noted the facts. Confound this business mood which possesses me! It, as much as the busy-ness of my hours, will prove disastrous to my poems. But things will slack down next week, and so shall my temper.

The C.O. is a terrible old Regular, and I am in mortal terror lest one day his bath-water should be cold, or his plates too hot.

There was a Mess Dance the first night I arrived, and I was glad to see several of the old Witley N.C.O.s. Some had been out & wounded.

It was strange to see the change in their expressions. They had been told I was killed. I think I am marked Permanent Home Service:



Always your own  W.E.O.


To Siegfried Sassoon

27  November 1917

Scarborough 

I sit alone at last, and therefore with you, my dear Siegfried. For which name, as much as for anything in any envelope of your sealing, I give thanks and rejoice.

The 5th have taken over a big Hotel, of which I am Major Domo, which in the vulgar, means Lift Boy. I manage Accommodation, Food, and Service. I boss cooks, housemaids, charwomen, chamber-maids, mess orderlies and  drummers.

There were 80 officers when I came, or 800 grouses daily.

I had a Third Heaven of a time in London, and should have got into a Fourth or Fifth if I had not missed you on Wednesday. Were you there for a Reading? I know nothing of it to this day.

After London, I went to Winchester to see my Cousin, whose fine Book cover with its enclosed pages I dare to send you herewith. (Herewith is the staple of my mornings letters, re this and per that.)

In Town, then, R.R. gave me a glorified morning at the Reform, & evening at Half Moon St.  When he had steered me to a lunch-table I found beside me an upstart rodent of a man, who looked astonished to find himself there. But dear Ross sang out with blessed distinctness Mister Arnnoldd Bennnettt. So I stood up and shook hands. Presently I became aware of a pair of bayonet-coloured eyes, threatening at me from over, as it were, a brown sandbag. H. G. Wells! So I stood up and shook hands. I think these men noticed me because I stood up to them  in two senses. Anyhow I got A.B. into a corner about you, as I will tell you someday. And H.G. talked to me exclusively for an hour.

I was only ill at ease with him once, and that was when he tried to make me laugh with him at Bennetts gaudy handkerchief.

What sport for my imagination is the idea of your Meeting with R.

Nichols.  He is so self-concerned & vaniteux in his verse that I thought he must efface himself in a room: even as you who write so acid are so  unsoured; and me, who write so big, am so minuscule.

What is Nichols up to now?

I called at the P. Bookshop the Wednesday you were in Town. A lady was badgering H Monro, trying to discover your age and whereabouts, and so on. Monro proved himself as reticent as his books. But we exchanged some delicious winks. R.G.s book came in during the hour I was there. I should never stop if I started to rejoice over these poems.

You read many to me: but, wisely, not the best:  or the most charming.

The Legion is too glorious. I tell you I can not believe I rode in a taxi with the man Gracchus. But I did, and he has cursed, battered on the table, over a poor word of mine. Oh! world you are making for me, Sassoon!

I think I liked reading his Letter to you more than yours to him, but for no better reasons than that I like the future better than the past, and hope you will learn the piccolo.

If These tetrameters arent enough to bring you to your senses, Mad Jack, what can my drivel effect to keep you from France?

Have you been very sat upon by this Board? Do tell me quick what your movements are.

I have studied and expanded every sentencience of your sole letter to me; until I can make no more out of it, and want some more, please.

Concerning Gunstons book: you might, of your charity, read (1) page 41, because it is the best.

(2) page 49, the sextet, because I asked him to write, on this subject...

(2)  Page 11. There is a conceit in v. 3,  a poor thing, but mine own.

My Vision is the result of two hours leisure yesterday,  and getting up early this morning! If you have objections to make, would you return it? If not, pass it on to R.R.

I trust youll like the Soldiers Dream well enough to pass it on to the Nation or Cambridge?

This was the last piece from Craiglockhart.

Winchester Downs gave me Asleep.

As I do no parades, I shall presently be able to make time for seclusion.

There is no one here whose mind is Truth, or whose body Keatss synonym for Truth.

Ill mind my business, Im a good worm.

Could you get me another portrait for my room here? I framed the one, and could not pack it.

But dont make it an excuse for delaying a letter.

I hope you will read through this, twice.

I hope you read Gravess Letter to S.S. twice a day, till war ends.

We have had some strong sunshine; and when it strikes anything blue I see you sitting by the bedside as on That Morning in September. You look round,  over my head, which annoys me, so that I go down and rate the kitchen staff of the Hotel, and insult the new subalterns.

I am Owen; and I am dying.

I am Wilfred; and I follow the Gleam.


To Susan Owen

10 p m. Monday (27 November 1917) Clarence Gardens, Scarborough 

Dearest my Mother, 

I am writing in the uncertain privacy of my Office: to tell you that I did indeed forget to post a card written the hour of arrival in Scarborough.

It went only one post before my Letter.

Concerning my re-entrance into the Battalion the thing that is most mentionable was the great unexpected consideration & respect shown me by all ranks. (I had risen from the dead.)

The Colonel is a terrible old misanthrope in the morning. (He has lost two sons) but the evening soothes him, and it is only then that I have dealings with him.

Captain Mather whose hints are my laws of life, is a good sort (i e. kind and clever.) His father was a friend of Ruskin, and wrote a Ruskin Biography. He has read Sassoon with great appreciation. Our Major is the substantial justification of his name: Major Frank. He lives so courteous & pleasant to all that I knew he valued War Poetry before he told me so!

(This may seem a strange inference but it is worth thinking over.)

Have just been interrupted by two drummers whove been stavying here with dish-washing working all day since 6, who need a note to pass the Barrack Sentry.

I was working all Sunday Evening with Mess Bills for 25 officers going out in a few days.

The wind has been glorious for me as annoying for you. The sea was  not a thing for this notepaper to tell of. Much love to all at Alpenrose.

I am well pleased with this job.

Dearest of my love. W.E.O.



Thanks for Boots.


To Susan Owen

Sunday (3 December 1917)  



(Scarborough)

Dearest Mother, 

I wrote in the middle of the week. Did you get a complete letter?

For I have discovered a page of writing to you among my papers. This afternoon I had a fire in my grate, which smokes horribly in the wind.

Thus I finished an important poem this afternoon, in the right atmosphere. I also drafted three others. Im going to get up at dawn tomorrow to do a dawn piece which Ive had in mind since those dismal hours at York, 3 to 7 a m.! All dressed up, and nowhere to go.

I dont want to see York again. No use to me. Worse than Crewe.

Here I have a certain amount of what might degenerate into worry, but it doesnt with me. I think my chief trouble is watching that hundreds of windows are shaded at 4 p m. And no unnecessary lights burning. I think I have hereditary aptitudes for this. I housekeep on a scale that would fairly stagger you and Mary, dont you know.

Engaged two chamber-maids yesterday to polish furniture  or we shall have a big depreciation bill.

The men however do excellent work, and learn as quickly as a female forgets.

I took a joy-walk into Scarboro yesterday, & discovered 3 genuine Hepplethwaite Chairs. I think I must haveem.

Did I tell you the Hotel stands on the edge of the North Cliff; just where we played cricket once?

The whole bay is white as milk, the wind being contrary to the breakers.

I was really very sorry not to be able to call at Alpenrose. But it was on your account, wasnt it?

I hope youll see Dunsden & the Vicar.

Mary wrote the other day, enclosing my Edinburgh Mails. One of my Waiters here lives under the shadow of Holyrood. Hes the best lad for work Ive got  wounded in the leg. Our old Bar Corporal was at Bangower, & Blanche has written to him since! I wonder if you heard from H. today? I suppose he mustnt write to me yet. Give my messages to him.  



Ever your boy Wilfred 

Am writing on my knee.


To Siegfried Sassoon

6 December 1917 Scarborough 

My friend, 

I shall continue to poop off heavy stuff at you, till you get my range at Scarborough, and so silence me, for the time. This Wild with all Regrets was begun & ended two days ago, at one gasp. If simplicity, if imaginativeness, if sympathy, if resonance of vowels, make poetry I have not succeeded. But if you say Here is poetry, it will be so for me.

What do you think of my Vowel-rime stunt in this, and Vision? Do you consider the hop from Flea to Soul too abrupt?

Wouldnt our Theosophist like the Thought Form of this piece? I quite see the origin of Theosophy. Its the same as that of heaven, and Abrahams bosom, and of the baby that sucked Abrahams bosom, (supposing he lived long enough ago): desperate desire. Your W. E. O.


To Susan Owen

Friday Night (9 December 1917)  (Scarborough)

Dearest Mother,

I wanted Colin to come, hoping I should be in Billets. He could only have tea with me here. There are rooms vacant, but as the Hotel is quite taken over by the Govt he couldnt sleep. I have made no friends even of the most temporary nature in the Town, but I could easily find him a lodgement, which I would offer him as a Christmas Present. I should be able to be with him either morning or afternoon for hours.

I think he could disport himself very well between times. I went to an Auction yesterday, & got an antique side table wondrous cheap. It will arrive addressed to Father at Station. A beautiful old piece,  to be my Cottage sideboard. There were none but Dealers at this sale! They would double the price in their shop, I was told.

So glad to hear you feel weller. Im all right. Best wishes to Uncle & Auntie.



Your W.E.O.

Tuesday.!!!

My own Mother,  4 p m.



I wonder how you are disporting yourself at Alpenrose. Life here is a mixture of wind, sand, crumbs on carpets, telephones, signatures, clean sheets, shortage of meat, and too many money-sums. But I like it. For one thing I fell so suddenly into mental preoccupations that there was no dallying with regrets for leaving Home. I have not even written to Sassoon or anyone.

We are getting four maidservants and a page, as these boys are being overworked at present. You would love to see me keeping an eye on the charwoman.

Gen. Lova: called yesterday but didnt come in as I thought he would  to see that no fire was burning in my office, and generally look up the kitchen-taps.

I was flurrying round like any Mrs. Smith de Smith when Company is expected.

I get out for an hour or two daily, if only to promenade the arrested subaltern, who is a ci-devant Sergeant Major, under arrest for laying hands on an A.P.M., a big fellow, and a gruff. On our first walk I kept on the landward side of the cliff. There is also a Major under arrest for striking a private. I have to keep looking them up.

The Hotel is a pleasanter place even than the Queens at Southport, well furnished & commodious. My room has hideous furniture, but a comfortable bed  and fireplace. My personal servant had a bad shell shock in Gallipoli, while lying sun-stricken. He was about a year in hospital, but has all his wits about him now....

I must now go and see that every blind is drawn, aye and doubledrawn.



Always your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

13 December 1917  Scarborough 

Dearest Mother, 

It is the quarter of an hour after lunch. The coffee has given me satisfaction and everybody else. (I serve coffee after lunch as well as dinner.) So I sit in the middle of my five-windowed turret, and look down upon the sea. The sun is valiant in its old age. I draw the Venetian blinds, so that the shadow of the lattices on the table gives an illusion of great heat.

I thought Arnold Bennetts article of yesterday showed how much he wants Peace, but how little he knows of war. I hope you read it. How do you find that book about the Fusiliers?

Yesterday I was sent the Tynecastle School Magazine, very amusing.

Mrs. Fullerton writes again this morning, reminding me how I promised to go up there for my first leave.

You can imagine our welcome better than I can write they say. Now, I find that Leave from Friday Night to Monday Night is granted every month! But Mrs. Fullerton is leaving the school for ever on the 21st. in order to be with her husband who will soon get sent out again.

There is much talk of Education for the A 4s of the Battalion, that is the tender younglings. I have been approached on the subject, but I shall not consent to lecture on Militarian subjects. The scheme either comes of a desperate feeling that the race is going to perdition intellectually or else it is a Jesuitical movement to catchem young, & prepare them for the Eucharist of their own blood.

Dearest love from W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(18 December 1917)  Scarborough 

My dearest Mother, 

Glad to hear from Mary as well as you this morning. I hope she is not made to work too hard at that job, and wish she could get something in the Hospital less crockish.

If you hold to giving me a present this is what I most want:

Tides, Poems by John Drinkwater:

Sidwick and Jackson. 2/6.

Siegfried is going out next week, but may stay in Ireland on the way.

He feels like a condemned man, with just time to put things straight.

One of his last deeds here is causing Robert Nichols (of the Ardours &

Endurances) to write to me, and befriend me. I await Nicholss letter with much wonder.

Enclosed is an article in which I am quoted pretty freely.

I feel immensely glad that Harold is at ease (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

20 December (1917)  North British Station Hotel, Edinburgh 

Dearest Mother, 

Train was an hour late at York. There had been an accident in front I believe. Thus I got in after 6 a m. to Waverley  fortunately  for there was no bedroom vacant at all. But I had a big bath & big breakfast. Then went straight to Craiglockhart  mainly after my Chesterton Drawing Originals, which had not yet been returned to me, & which it seems one Salmond has carried off. I saw Dr. Brock, whose first word was Antaeas! which they want immediately for the next Mag! Shall have to spin it off again while up here. Crowds of the men I knew are still at the Hydro, and thought I had come back relapsed (N.B. I had very little sleep last night.)

Then I went off to Tynecastle. They were in the act of writing Christmas Letters to me! My address was on the Blackboard. And original Christmas Cards were all over the room! I am going to see the Grays this afternoon & may stay with them tomorrow. Am feeling very fit, in spite of the wretched weather, & journey.

Hope your parcel comes all right  

 And my table!  



Always your lovingest W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Sunday (23 December 1917)  Scarborough 

My own Mother, 

Came back last night for Supper, leaving Ed. at quarter to two. A good journey, and as a show well worth the money in itself. The sun began to think of setting about two oclock and so there was a three hours winter sunset over the Northumberland moors. I liked what I saw of Berwick on Tweed.

Monday 

I was interrupted here. Have now had your lovely parcel, & opened it but not broken into the scrumshies.

The Scotch boys gave me 100 Players Cigarettes. It was most touching, for I had given most of them nothing  beyond Hiawatha. We had a great time in Minnehahas Wigwam on Thursday. Dined with the Grays and Mrs. Steinthal on Friday: stayed in digs of my own.

I can think of nothing at the moment but Robert Graves letter, which came by the same post as the parcel.

He says Dont make any mistake, Owen, you are a  fine poet already, & are going to be more so. I wont have the impertinence to criticize...

Puff out your chest a little, and be big for youve more right than most of us...

You must help S.S. & R.N. & R.G. to revolutionize English Poetry.

So outlive this war.



Yours ever, Robert Graves.



I have never yet written to him!

This aft. I am appointed to tea with Cousin May. This will give a Christmas feeling.

The weather is Septemberish.

I little expected so large a parcel. I am upset in soul that no present will arrive to Mary or Father in time.

I left the tea-pot unpolished to emphasize its antiquity. So looking forward to see you pour out  early in Feby.

I shall gather round tomorrow with you in what Bob Cratchit calls a circle round the fire. This was in one of the many home made Christmas cards I got:



The thoughts of love are long long thoughts 

But memories sweet are longer.

The bonds of wealth are strong, strong bonds 

But friendships tics are stronger!



Pity its not more banal than it is.  

x W.E.O.


To Leslie Gunston

30  December 1917 Scarborough 

My dear Leslie, 

It is overlong since I wrote; but now, composed by my bedroom fire this Sunday afternoon, my thoughts impel themselves after you, & wish you were here to read a little Swinburne, whom I find particularly fine on Sundays.

Have you yet got Gosses life of A.G.S.?

I had a longish letter from Sassoon recently, saying he will get Robert Nichols to write to me, for he likes him much. Nichols Ardours &

Endurances you know, are in the 3rd or 4th Edition.

Graves also wrote to me, telling me to puff out my chest & look big, for I have as much right as most of Them.

Some poems of mine sent him by S.S. he is passing on to Nichols.

They believe in me, these Georgians, and I suffer a temptation to be satisfied that they read me; and to remain a poets poet!

S.S.  who has your book, (for the letter which he acknowledges, was in it,) says not a word of the book. He may have unfortunately read the Nations Debt first, and taken offence. Remember Poetry with him is become a mere vehicle of propaganda.

Already, by now, I believe he is in France.

I have had some good inspirations in Scarboro, but my need is to revise now, rather than keep piling up first drafts. My duties, as you know, are in your Line, and I likeem. Went to the most atrocious bad play ever witnessed, the other night: low melodrama shocking bad acting.

But there were a dozen girls who danced & sang by way of Interlude; &  they being only 14 to 18 had adorable slender bare legs, nude as you could wish. Whats more some of them came outside the Hotel next day.

I waved and blew kisses from the window, but didnt speak to them.

Anyhow it was better than overhearing conversation in a motor-car!

An old Bordeaux friend of mine is now Interpreter in the American Y.M.C.A. near Bordeaux. Will write again soon.



Always your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

31  December 1917 Scarborough 

My own dear Mother, 

Just a short note to thank you for the message enclosed with forwarded letters. I guess you saw the Cards, from Johnny & Bobby; characteristic cards: pictures of monkeys & the motto: Times change, & we with Time, but not in ways of Friendship. So they are unchanged  from the old shallow waggery, and the old deep affection. I havent written to them since my arrival in England.

The other letter was from my cher ami in Bordeaux who, unlike Raoul, persists in his expressions of fidelity. What I taught him of English has got him a post as Interpreter to the American Y.M.C.A. at Bordeaux, (verb, sap.) I think Bordeaux is first on my post-war Visiting List. Many & various, strange & multitudinous are the friends that befriend me in this world. Yet I never found one false, or that did not surpass me in some virtue.

Some are very young, and some are already old, but none are middling.  

And there are no dogs among my friends.

No dogs, no sorcerers, nor the other abominations on that list. For I have been bitten by the dogs of the world; and I have seen through the sorceries and the scarlet garments.

And so I have come to the true measure of man.

I am not dissatisfied with my years. Everything has been done in bouts:

Bouts of awful labour at Shrewsbury & Bordeaux; bouts of amazing pleasure in the Pyrenees, and play at Craiglockhart; bouts of religion at Dunsden; bouts of horrible danger on the Somme; bouts of poetry always; of your affection always; of sympathy for the oppressed always.

I go out of this year a Poet, my dear Mother, as which I did not enter it. I am held peer by the Georgians; I am a poets poet.

I am started. The tugs have left me; I feel the great swelling of the open sea taking my galleon.

Last year, at this time, (it is just midnight, and now is the intolerable instant of the Change) last year I lay awake in a windy tent in the middle of a vast, dreadful encampment. It seemed neither France nor England, but a kind of paddock where the beasts are kept a few days before the shambles. I heard the revelling of the Scotch troops, who are now dead, and who knew they would be dead. I thought of this present night, and whether I should indeed  whether we should indeed  whether you would indeed  but I thought neither long nor deeply, for I am a master of elision.

But chiefly I thought of the very strange look on all faces in that camp; an incomprehensible look, which a man will never see in England, though wars should be in England; nor can it be seen in any battle. But only in Etaples.

It was not despair, or terror, it was more terrible than terror, for it was a blindfold look, and without expression, like a dead rabbits.

It will never be painted, and no actor will ever seize it. And to describe it, I think I must go back and be with them.

We are sending seven officers straight out tomorrow.

I have not said what I am thinking this night, but next December I will surely do so.

I know what you are thinking, and you know me  



Wilfred.


1918

[image: img39.jpg]


To Mary Owen

4 January 1918  Scarborough 

My dear Mary, 

Many, many thanks for the Parcel, and your charming little letter. I have seen the last of Cousin May, but her friend, an uncommonly plain lady, is going to continue her German lessons. It is very kind, & I shall make the best of my rare opportunities.

I hear John Bull has published an aspersion on the Officers of the 5th Manchester Regt. implying that their men get only | hour for breakfast but the officers get more. I met the C.O.s train with a taxi this afternoon, and as we were riding together, he asked me what I would do about this lie of Bottomleys. I hoped he would prosecute.

My servant, a deplorable shock case, is run down, & I am giving him a rest, and I think changing him for a secondary-school-educated youth, who has fought at Beaumont Hamel, and at Serre, and all those places, if they can be called places.

He was badly wounded, and his leg has been badly set. He still wears the shell-torn boots.

Lt. Whittaker has just arrived here, for a weeks training before going out. Most of our old Musketry Instructors at Oswestry etc. are now killed, he says. But weve got stacks of men, as Sassoon says.



Your cheery Brother 

Please send Sassoons Daffodil Murderer  in Bookcase.


To Susan Owen

10.30  p m. 5 January 1918  (Scarborough)

My dear dear Mother, 

This has been a day of continuous work from 7 a m. to 9 p m.!! not excluding meals!

True I went out to tea to Miss Bennett, but I worked at German Conversation all the time there and walking back home.

We have dismissed the Mess Corporal, & I have all the sundry items as well. And winding up last years accounts for the Auditors! 0 my!

On such days I always write to you  as you notice. Because on such days I have no time to settle down to my art. For it is an art, & will need the closest industry. Consider that I spend  what?  three hours a week at it, which means one fruitful half-hour, when I ought to be doing SIX hours a day by all precedents.

Leslie has been unfavourably reviewed by the Times Literary Supplement. Not attacked of course: one does not attack harmless civilians  

They say he rimes with ease but has no originality or power.

I rime with wicked difficulty, but a power of five men, four women, three children, two horses, and one candle is in me.

I see I am hand-writing like a sick man. Indeed I am in pyjamas & my fleece, lying before my fire, airing my toes,  which have not yet forgotten Beaumont Hamel; and have turned septic in a mortifying manner (interpret this as you will) & cause my left ankle and knee to ache. The doctor applies iodine but he has not seen the breaking-out up the leg. I am not lame enough to stop stair-climbing; but I think I shall rest tomorrow.

Much wondering how you are feeling.  



Your own Wilfred x 


To Leslie Gunston

7  January 1918  (Scarborough)

My dear Leslie, 

I was glad to find you take up a strong attitude with regard to your poetry & mine.

You ask me if I saw the Reviews of S.S. I have read every word of them  in his huge book of Press Cuttings. The vast majority are entirely appreciative. As for Graves, have you seen Chambers Journal lately, or the Sat. Westminster,? And remember the Edinburgh Review. fame itself!

But these men are not out for fame.

They simply say what Everyman most needs. And everyman is glad.

Gravess technique is perfect. Did Poetry ever stand still? You can hark back if you like, and be deliberately archaic, but dont make yourself a lagoon, salved from the ebbing tide of the Victorian Age.

The Times is just in what it says. But you have only to go on with your quiet unassuming graceful style, and presently everybody else will so scream themselves hoarse that you will be the only happy voice remaining, then you will be indeed original, and a haven for many.

The more I think of your ease & rapidity in writing, the more I hope for an inimitable book next time. But not within five years.

We Georgians are all so old.

Tell me all the Reviews you get.

I am much in doubt whether to put forth any poems next Spring or not.

Someday Ill lend you my Georgian Poetry 1917. If you would like it soon Ill send it.

I dont forget I am in debt to you for 3/- isnt it?

Ive been reading Wells What is coming.

Hazlitts Essays, and a glorious book of critical essays by A. K. Thompson, called The Greek Tradition.

I read no fiction. Wells Wife of Sir Isaac Harman which Ive just finished isnt fiction.  



Ever your affectionate Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

17  January 1918  (Scarborough)

My own dear Mother, 

Just had your lovely letter, together with an invitation to Robt.

Gravess Wedding at St. Janies Piccadilly, and afterwards at 11 Apple-

Tree Yard, St. Jamess Square, on Jan. 23rd.

Suppose I got leave for this, would you be very sad Nichols will no doubt be there, and a host of others. Graves is marrying Miss Nicholson, daughter of the Painter.

I send you the Coal Poem.  dont want it back. Yes, I got the Georgian Anthology while in London.

I suppose you saw how Subalterns are now getting 10/6 a day. I should soon be getting 11/6.

Foots better.

Love to all.



 Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

17 January 1918  Scarborough 

My dear darling Mother, 

That was a naughty tentative letter of mine. I meant to call at Home on the way. If I can get away on Tuesday Morning, I shall arrive Shrewsbury a few minutes to 5 p m. There surely will be an early morning train to London, arriving noon or one p m.

The wedding is at 2.30.

With your beautiful letter came a proof from the Nation of my Miners. This is the first poem I have sent to the Nation myself, and it has evidently been accepted. It was scrawled out on the back of a note to the Editor; and no penny stamp or addressed envelope was enclosed for return! Thats the way to do it.

Miners will probably appear next Saturday, but dont order a copy.

Will Colin be over on Tuesday Night?

Of course the Leave is not absolutely certain. It is a kind of duty both to myself and Graves to go to the Wedding. You know how hard it will be to start away on Wednesday Morning.



Always your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 24 January 1918  Scarborough 

Just five minutes and half a sheet of paper left to tell you what a good, full, & profitable 24 hours I had in London.

Lunched with Ross. Wells was there, but at another table, whence he waved to me from afar. Had a few words after lunch, but we were in a hurry to drive off. The wedding was nothing extraordinary. Not a great crowd of people, but a very mixed one. Some were dressed in the dowdiest unfashion. Possibly these were celebrities in their way?

George Belcher was the greatest surprise: togged up in 1870 costume, a very striking figure. Max Beerbohm was also at the reception.

Graves was pretty worked up, but calm. The Bride, 18 years old, was pretty, but nowise handsome.

Heinemann was there. He is jibbing at Sassoons new book, because of the violent poems.

Dined at the Reform again with Roderick Meiklejohnof the Liquor Control Board. (Lord Rhondda was the nearest person to me at lunch!)

Then repaired to Half Moon St. with Meiklejohn, & passed the evening with Ross and two Critics.

At 2 a m. found my way to Imperial Hotel, and started up this morning by the 10 a m. from Kings Cross.

Feel much refreshed.  

Dearest love. W.E.O.


To Leslie Gunston

Saturday Night (26 January 1918)  (Scarborough)

Dear L.

Great thanks for your letter. I cant identify your A. & E. without applying the method of superposition, coordinating the figures each to each, and so on.

Went up to Town for Robert Gravess Wedding last Tuesday, calling Home on the way. Arrived at Padd. on Wed. Mng. I hired a bath room, but had no time to get in the water as the page announced my taxi before I had finished shaving. So I arrived punctually at the Reform to lunch with Robert Ross.

Wells was there, but at a different table. But he waved to me from afar, and we had a few words on going out.

Lord Rhondda sat within reaching distance of me!

To you, Max Beerbohm and George Belcher will be the most interesting people at the Reception. Belcher appeared as a dandy of the 1870 period!  Very long Frock coat, very tall dull hat, Cravat, Choker Collar, Side whiskers, and a pole of a walking stick.

Max B. dressed fairly ordinarily, but when he looked at me, I felt my nose tip-tilting in an alarming manner; my legs warped; my chin became a mere pimple on my neck.

Heinemann was there; and Edward Marsh, the Georgian Anthologist tho I did not know him as such till afterwards. I was introduced as Mr. Owen, Poet or even Owen, the poet.

You may feel keen enough to buy this weeks Nation. I have at last a poem in it, which I sent off on the same evening as writing!!

Dont yet ask Matthews for Keats thanks very much, as Boots Ltd. may lend it me. I subscribe for 3 months.



Always your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

8  February 1918  Scarborough 

Dearest Mother, 

I forget how much I borrowed for my travelling money last month; but I think it was less than this Cheque, which is fortunately on your Bank. For half an hours work I think Two Guineas is good pay. I played with the poem afterwards a little, but the work was done in 30 minutes.

Leslies musical ear is offended by my rimes. Isnt that delicious?

I am sorry: there is nothing to tell you of my military destiny.

My foot showed improvement last week, but is now as bad as ever.

I have put up my blue chevron for Foreign Service. You will no doubt see two or three chevrons on Officers in Shrews: each additional one means a years service.

The Women have not turned up, so things go on as before except that the dinner is slightly better cooked by two kitchen lads than by our late she-cooks who cost,£10. a month: not including Beer.

Many thanks for all your letters. I heard from Harold yesterday and replied.

Still waiting for Colins Story.  

Dearest Love, W.E.O.


To Leslie Gunston

Picture postcard addressed Y.M.C.A. Hazely Down Camp, Near Winchester The card bears the following verse, as amended by Wilfred:



A Little Health, A Little Wealth, A Little 

House, and Freedom  and at The End, 

Id Like a Friend, And Every Cause to Need Him.



(Postmark 12 February 1918)  (Postmark Scarborough)

Quite as delighted to have your blunt criticism as your first postcard. I suppose I am doing in poetry what the advanced composers are doing in music. I am not satisfied with either. Still I am satisfied with the Two Guineas that half-hours work brought me. Got the Cheque this mng!



Your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Wednesday (14 February 1918)  Scarborough 

My own dear Mother, 

How shall I cheer you up? This afternoon is all blanketed in sea-fog, but it is not at all desolate but quite a cosy kind of fog. All the same Scarborough is a moribund place. I would rather the back of behind Edinburgh than all the Front of Scarboro.

Priestley took me to a secret Old Shop where they sell to dealers more than to the public.

There I saw in a very frowsy condition something like the perfect chair; and, whats more, a filthy old Chest of Drawers of lovely proportions and precious oak.

I think I have found what I want at last.

It occurs to me that I should make a really workmanlike Dealer in Antiques. If I could get a shop in London and some experienced Hands I should be not uncontent. Colin might manage the business while I go foraging in Bagdad, Peru, Ceylon, Pompeii, or Market Drayton.

Tonight I am dining out with Bainbrigge. It is amusing to think of myself in the Masters Rooms at Shrewsbury, as one who deigns not to enter the classrooms, being above these things  as no doubt I shall be  after the war.

How is Mary keeping?

But I want you to write about yourself. I feel particularly fit today.

Can it have been the Antique Shop?



Always your loving W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(? 16 February 1918)  Scarborough 

My own Mother, 

What happiness was in your card & letter for me. Your joke did me good, because I think it did you good.

For light reading there is nothing like Arnold Bennett. So I send you The Card It is notable among my books as the only novel Ive read in which I did not in some manner identify myself with the hero.

It is because I loathe Machin that I consider A.B. a wonderful writer, for I read the book with avidity. And it was because I loathed Machin this book has done me so much good.

I consider Mrs. Machin as good a portrait as any novel contains.

Its hard to think of any books you would specially like from my hoard.

Try the Life of Tennyson in the Bureau-Case: and, in conjunction, read some of The Idylls of the King.

Ross has got the majority of my war poems in his keeping, in order to study and ruminate them.

I am going to reconsider the Chair and Chest tomorrow.

I suppose I may get leave in a fortnight or so; but there is a new rumour of my going to a Command Depot; which is where most Light Duty Officers end up, doing physical drill, to fit them for serious warfare.

Our patrols shot a man last night, supposed to be a spy. I know nothing more.



Ever your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

18  February 1918  Scarborough 

My dear, dear Mother, 

Yours was the letter among five others. I will send you Mrs. Grays, for so you will learn much about her, and about myself!

You did not remark on the incidence that while you were writing to ask me whose Life to read, I was writing to you the reply  Tennysons.

I have a life of R.L.S. somewhere. I think on the Biography Shelf in the Bureau, by Graham Balfour. Not a wonderfully good one.

I could make you like Scarborough. I could make you like anywhere I wished.

Last night I took an artist johnny  called Claus (!) (exhibits & sells at the Carfax, does Italian peasants in Italy, studio in London; reveres the name of Robert Ross, as one who with a word could raise him to eminence  ). I took old Claus, (a fat old tub, with round spectacles, and a conical head)  took old Claus to the Scarborough, where theres not a house built since 1780, not a street much wider than Claus, and miles of it, mind you, miles of glorious eighteenth century. It was twilight and the Sunday evening bell.

Not a soul in the alleys.

Not a lamp lit. A dim moon  and the Past.

And we got excited. What excited us, who shall say? We jumped about, we bumped about, we sang praises, we cursed Manchester; we looked in at half open doors and blessed the people inside. We saw Shakespere in a lantern, and the whole of Italy in a Balcony. A tall chimney became a Greek Column; and in the inscriptions on the walls we read romances and philosophies.

It was a strange way of getting drunk. I wonder if the people in the officers bar suspected that evening, how much more cheaply a man can get fuddled on fresh air and old winding passages?

I am sorry you have disturbing and daylight-lingering dreams. It is possible to avoid them: by proper thinking before sleep. I confess I bring on what few war dreams I now have, entirely by willingly considering war of an evening. I do so because I have my duty to perform towards War.

I will copy out the best bit of Compression I have accomplished  -

P.T.O.

You know with what feelings I think of you  well or unwell. They are such, when I hear you are at least bettering, as make me a better creature, and my dreams younger. So must you think of me, and Harold and Colin.

If I do not read hymns, and if Harold marks no Bible, or Colin sees no life-guide in his prayer-book, it is no bad sign. I have heard the cadences of harps not audible to Sankey, but which were strung by God; and played by mysteries to Him, and I was permitted to hear them.

There is a point where prayer is indistinguishable from blasphemy.

There is also a point where blasphemy is indistinguishable from prayer.

As in this first verse:



Last Words 

O Jesus Christ! one fellow sighed.

And kneeled, and bowed, tho not in prayer, and died.

And the Bullets sang In vain



Machine Guns chuckled Vain



Big Guns guffawed In vain



Father and Mother! one boy said.

Then smiled  at nothing like a small child; being dead.

And the Shrapnel Cloud 

Slowly gestured Vain!

The falling Splinters muttered Vain.



My Love! another cried, My love, my bud!

Then, gently lowered, his whole face kissed the mud.

And the Flares gesticulated, Vain



The Shells hooted, In vain



And the Gas hissed, In vain.


To Susan Owen

Midnight, 21 February 1918  (Scarborough)

My own dear Mother, 

My purple slippers & enchanters fleece are on, and off is the brisk soldierly authority, which is such a hindrance to my writings to you.

All day Ive been hoping youve had weather like to ours. The Elements left nothing to be desired except a mild fire at half past four.

Which I had.

In truth, I am very comforted in Scarboro. For everything that Solomon mentions, there is time except the singing and dancing. I cut the Local Concerts and the Select Bachelor Dances. Yet I do dance, privately in my room, to the music of good news from you. I dance when the melody of a good line comes into my noddle; I dance also when I dash my bad foot against a stone.

I am looking forward to seeing some good Boxing on Sat. night.

Last week I went to an excellent play, a really charming Comedy  

Quinneys, by Vachell. Am now reading a book by Vachell The Hill, a tale of Harrow, and the hills on which I never lay, nor shall lie: heights of thought, heights of friendship, heights of riches, heights of jinks.

Lovely and melancholy reading it is for me.

Still, was there not Broxton Hill for my uplifting, whose bluebells it may be, more than Greek iambics, fitted me for my job.



Midnight, 22 February 1918



I got so thoughtful last night that I could not go on writing. I hope I did not Harrow you too much.

That Last Words seems to have rather a harrowing effect on you. I have shown it to no one else as it is not chastened yet. It baffles my critical spirit.

What can I talk about tonight?

Priestley bought some wonderful large Ranunculi this morning; and they are so fine that nothing would do but he must buy a fine bowl to set them in. So we are winning at least the Wamess of War.

Things look stupefyingly catastrophic on the Eastern Front. Bainbrigge of Shrewsbury, (over some oysters we consumed in our little oyster-bar this afternoon) opined that the whole of civilization is extremely liable to collapse.

Let us therefore think of more enduring things, my lovely Mother.

Such as the February flowers. These are they whose whiteness I have not yet suffered enough to buy. They are what I prayed to when Colin had Scarlet Fever. I could not buy them then for poverty. Now I cannot buy them for shame: For to my extraordinary thinking, it is a wicked traffic, this of grabbing up the Mediterranean Narcissi, and vending them to the rich. Still they are to be seen in the shop-windows of Grange Road West; in Birkenhead; and in Scarborough, and I suppose in Bermondsey, Stockport, Dudley, and perhaps in the uttermost parts of Lybia about Berlin.

For that we must be thankful.

Their odour is disinfectant of souls, as Carbolic is of mortal breath.

Narcissi and Carbolic: that is all Life. The Field Daffodils and the Field Dressing Station: these are the best ideas of Heaven and Hell for the senses.

You will notice that Christ is never represented with the Syrian Lilies in His hand. That is to be expected: for as one says There were many Christians before Christ; The astonishing thing is: there have been none since.

One Spring, Carbolic may have saved you and me. Every Spring the Narcissus is enough to save a mans soul, if it be worth saving.

Show now therefore the Narcissus to Colin at this time.

The immensity of our devotion to Childe Colin has yet to be achieved.

A fever more scarlet is already inculcating in his veins; and you must take him apart to yourself, wash him with pure words of truth, feed him with the best, and that according to his desires. In the strangeness of his fever he will push you from him; and all your thought will not be able to quench his thirst. Deny him not the thing he craves, as I was denied; for I was denied, and the appeal which, if you watched, you must have seen in my eyes, you ignored. And because I knew you resisted, I stretched no hand to take the Doll that would have made my contentment.

And my nights were terrible to be borne.

For I was a child, and you laughed at my Toys, so that I loved them beyond measure; but never looked at them.

Y  et no man is ashamed of his first doll.

With Harold it has been otherwise. He was always insensible to laughter.

Make easy, I say, the pillow of Colins fever, for it will be soon; and let us draw aside and think together for him; and tremble before this thing of life and death.

I had meant this to be a consoling kind of letter, and if you read it rightly, it will prove so:  In spite of this Latest News: Leave only once in 3 months (8 days)!



Always your own loving Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Sat. (Postmark 11 March 1918)  Scarborough 

Just heard Ive got to go to Northern Command Depot Ripon  as a result of my last Medical Board. There I shall do physical drill and so on, till I am quite fit. Not a bad idea even if I be demobilized! Am glad its not to Manchester Im going. Shall be glad to explore this part of Yorkshire. I start on Tues, and the above is all my Address. Have tried to get home for this weekend, but Priestley is away, and they wont let me go. You might come & stay at Harrogate!

Am sending a big box of books & winter clothes home  to be left unopened. I did so want to see you getting well; and Colin before he left. Am writing to Colin tonight.



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Tuesday (Postmark 12 March 1918) Officers Command Depot32  Lines, Ripon 

An awful Camp  huts  dirty blankets  in fact WAR once more.

Farewell Books, Sonnets, Letters, friends, fires, oysters, antique-shops.

Training again!



Your W.E.O.



Scroll arrived just in time to see Priestley open it. Thank you!


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Wednesday (13 March 1918)  Ripon P.O.



Off duty at 3 p m.! Glorious weather. So strolled into the Town, & was just going into Cathedral when I met Isaacson the actor coming out. He is now very much the Actor, having been discharged from Craiglockhart. Benson is giving The Merry Wives of Windsor in the Garrison Theatre tonight. I am going round to be introduced to B. & Lucy Benson. I feel much bucked after a tea with an old Craiglockhartian!


To Susan Owen

Friday (15 March 1918)  Address to Officers Command Depot B. Coy, Ripon 

Dearest my Mother, 

As you foretold, this place has made me completely ill. I am now in an Isolation Hut, sweating under Army Blankets and the disappointment of not seeing the Bensons. Dont know the name of my Complaint, but a staggering headache came on yesterday, accompanied by pains in limbs, sore throat, fever etc. etc. Its not influenza, and I am very much better today, (after a perfectly ghastly night.)

But dont be bothered about me now. I am getting as suddenly better as I fell suddenly ill. It was rather curious to have a bad sore throat for an hour or so, and then  quite all right again.

I think the Disorder is traceable to my extreme disgust of the life here  and the badly served cold food. Will write tomorrow.

Am in for a good night.



Your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Sat. Morning (16 March 1918)  (Ripon)



This is a sorry Birthday Letter, my darling Mother, but I can assure you that this morning I already feel better than you  alas! Ate my breakfast egg, even without salt, and thirsted for the tea though without sugar. I am now able to be amused at the bad style of my attendance.

It is only the style that is bad: I was put into sheets stippled with somebodys blood, and blankets caked with mud, like a cows flank.

The Doctor has just been in. He says this fever has no connection with previous fevers of mine, but is one which often attacks newcomers to this Camp.

I shall be going back to my hut tomorrow as I am not bad enough for hospital.

There are 14 officers in that hut and 13 too many. Most of them are privates & sergeants in masquerade (as were half the officers at Clarence Gdns.) Id prefer to be among honest privates than these snobs.

It was something to have seen Isaacson and to be made welcome by the merry company of Shakesperians.

Just after I left Craiglockhart a great wave of Discharges swept in, and floated off Isaacson and crowds of others. I am left here bound in shallows & in miseries.

Please do let me have Mrs. A s address. I know nothing more of her than of her association  I will not risk the word friendship  with the Gunstons.

I will now think about Colin. If I were his age, with his obvious disqualifications for 1.  steady business, 2.  or a learned profession, S. or pictorial or literary Art, and with 1.  great emotional faculties 2.  the promise of great good looks in a year or two 3.  high ideals I should join the Benson Company. He has been given an excess of emotional faculty, and that excess he must turn to account in the form of bread & butter. But must I suppose he has only 3 months liberty?

Then send him to school.

Or if pride forbids, call it an agricultural college.

Say, to Reading or the Shropshire College. You couldnt make a better investment.

Y  es, this is my advice.

I will make another suggestion if this wont do.

Tell me how you all exactly are.  



Your lovingest Wilfred x 


To Mary Owen

Wed. (? 25 March 1918)  7 Borage Lane, Ripon 

My dearest Mary, 

So glad to have your cheery letter. You know, we scramble for letters, twice a day, almost as eagerly as when on Active Service Abroad. Many of the officers here have been wounded over and over again. People with crippled arms do special physical exercises. It is rather pitiful. The Senior M.O. is a Harley St. Heart Specialist. He put me in the 6th and Lowest Class of Fitness! But I shall be moved up any day. No leave longer than 48 hours is possible yet. Is it worth while? Every battalion, I understand, has sent two companies of A 4 (boys) on Draft Leave: in consequence of our Straits. (Dont see the joke, I didnt mean it.) It is specially cruel for me to hear of all we gained by St. Quentin having been lost. They are dying again at Beaumont Hamel, which already in 1916 was cobbled with skulls.

Meanwhile I think less of leaving the Army: and more of getting fit.

My realest thanks to dear Mother for her packing of the Chinese Scrolls. Priestley (before he could have received the parcel) sent me some lovely Mediterranean Flowers... Thats how we keep our war-weary spirits up!

I dont like the charwoman idea. I think I shall postpone my Leave till I hear youve a regular servant, what?

Your loving old Brother 


To Colin Owen

(Circa 30 March 1918)  Ripon 

My dear Colin, 

I send you a rather well-composed photograph of the village-city.

Youll see that its quite pleasant, though not beautiful.

Note the grooved tiles of the roofs.

The five minutes walk from Camp to my Cottage is by a happy little stream  tributary of the Ure. There is boating of a kind on the Ure; but much better at Knaresborough on the Ouse itself, I think. How I look forward to your Invitation to a Pengwem boat. Didnt know you were a member of the Club.

Evidently you need the bicycle more than I. Ripon is only a mile from my hut, and through Borage Lane (my lane) it is an interesting walk;  especially this morning when the buds all made a special spurt between dawn and noon, and all the Lesser Celandines opened out together.

I dont think there is the least probability of demobilization now. On the contrary, I am trying to get fit.

Our Physical Exercises are varied by tricks like doing the opposite of the order, or on the command Do This! you do what the instructor does, but on the command Do That! you dont move. Its really an old parlour game, but frightfully difficult done quickly. Last time we played this mental game I was the last man out, or rather I was never caught out.

So I consider myself completely restituted now from Shell Shock.

Do tell me about your Farm, & farmers, and also what your arrangements are for joining the Royal Air Force.



Your dearly loving Wilfred 

What have you read during March?


To Susan Owen

Easter Sunday (31 March 1.918)  The Ante-Room, O.C.D., Ripon 

My Mother Dear, 

I am writing crouched up in one of the good easy chairs with which we have stocked our Common Room Hut. We have also a good piano, which helps to drown the chinkling of silver on the Bridge Tables. I scarcely have spoken to any of this crowd of gentlemen except to decline to make a Four at bridge.

I find myself growing more conventional in the matter of Proper Introductions as I grow older. There are no less than five people made aware of my presence in Ripon, by friends who tell me I must go and see them 

1) Mrs. A.  done.

2)  A Major, friend of Bainbrigge of Shrewsbury  not done.

3)  A friend and relation of Priestleys  not done.

4)  A great friend of the Grays of Edinburgh  not done yet.

5)  Two maiden ladies, benefactresses when he was in Ripon of the Scottie in Clarence Gardens (who faints and has undiscoverable parents). These old dears as I had been advised provide a mighty good tea to anything in khaki that strays into their house. They have also some inklings of breeding, and traces of Accent, having been in the service of the Marchioness of Ripon for 37 years. I shall go there again the next time theres a bad lunch in Camp.

Outside my cottage-window children play soldiers so piercingly that Ive moved up into the attic, with only a skylight. It is a jolly Retreat.

There I have tea and contemplate the inwardness of war, and behave in an owlish manner generally.

One poem have I written there; and thought another. I have also realized many defectuosities in older compositions.

The enormity of the present Battle numbs me. Because I perfectly foresaw these days, it was that I said it would have been better to make peace in 1916. Or even last Autumn. It certainly is impossible now.

What did I say about America?

Why did I denounce them?

Fancy the old 13th C.C.S. being in German hands! Even Nesle, a town hospital where I paused 3 days, is occupied. On Good Friday I believe the most frightful fighting was round about the Canal where I used to board the barges.

The Mystery Gun of St. Gobain Wood is about as romantic an episode as the whole war has provided. Paris, after all, has so many ugly buildings and unnecessary civilians... 160 casualties in a second or two, and that in the heart of the enemy country, is pretty work.

I wonder how many a frau, fraulein, knabe und madchen Colin will kill in his time?

Johnny de la Touche leaves school this term, I hear, and goes to prepare for the Indian Army.

He must be a creature of killable age by now.

God so hated the world that He gave several millions of Englishbegotten sons, that whosoever believeth in them should not perish, but have a comfortable life.

I could face the world-facts better if I could be sure of at least your health and peacefulness at home. Dont let your fire bum low; dont leave off winter-clothing; dont eat pickles; and dont read newspapers.

Thus youll keep well.

I meant, when I said you must get a servant before I get leave, that it will be a severe discomfort to me,  not otherwise than as thus:  

That I will not eat from plates which you must needs wash. The moral discomfort, I say, will drive me to the Crown, aye the Britannia, aye the Oyster Bar, and finally the Cop Fried Fish Shop.

Now you know.  

Your lovingest old Wilfred 


To Leslie Gunston

(Circa 1 April 1918)  Ripon 

Opening sheets missing are enjoying your pleasaunce of Alpenrose.

All the joy of this good weather is for me haunted by the vision of the lands about St. Quentin crawling with wounded. If the Line was as thinly held as when we held it, I dont wonder at the Breakage. Our Staff is execrable.

Was awakened yesterday by this sentence: long range guns firing on Paris.

Isnt it stupendous?

I must buck up and get fit!



 Yours to a cinder* W.E.O.



*Borrowed this expression from a letter from mon petit ami in Scarboro!


To Susan Owen

(April 1918)  The Ante-Room (Ripon)

Mine own Mother, 

Your portrait is certainly slightly camouflaged. I should tell the merchant to do less retouching, but you will never persuade him to let go a photograph purely au naturel, you know. I think the result will be most satisfactory, if you say you will not accept the present rendering.

Only, dont they retouch the negative itself? I am loath to let this charming picture away  all the same. Hope he wont be long finishing off.

This afternoon I was retouching a photographic representation of an officer dying of wounds  

Thus:



Sit on the bed; Im just a mass of shell:

Dont touch me  cant shake hands now  never shall.

My arms have mutinied against me  brutes.

My fingers fidget like ten idle brats.

I tried to pop out soldierly  no use!

Im dying of war like any old disease.

This bandage feels like pennies on my eyes.

My death wont cut much figure in your book.



A short life and a merry one, my buck!

We used to say wed hate to live dead-old,  



But, now, not to live old seems  * (were you told How long Ive got?) etc.



I hear that of the 100 officers now in Clarence Gns. 53 are going out immediately, and practically the whole of the men (so called).

How curious that Warne is there. Had I been there I might have got him a good job with me in the hotel, unless he be too very countrified?

Is he very superior?

Immensely glad Colin is so content.

Numbers of officers have bunked away from here as far as London even  without leave. They have been discovered, poor chaps. There is to be a solemn assembly tomorrow.

A fair goodnight to all.



W.E.O. x 

Piano, Flute & Violin are making most lovely music. I cant scarcely read, its so fine. I am not ill pleased with Ripon generally.



*I cant find a word strong enough here.


To Leslie Gunston

21  April 1918  Ripon 

My dear Leslie, 

I address to Alpenrose, though I believe you to be at Worple Road.

Your job seems to me the limit of good fortune. And what are the increments withal, excuse me?

Will this manner of war work in itself exempt you from encountering common foe, dam Hun, excuse me?*

See also p. 54 Sphere for a good peep at Swinburne. Dam disgusting, excuse me. How do you like the Prize Plaque Memorial? Had I adjudicated I should have chosen this; yet, for my own name, I should prefer Sapper MacDougalls beautiful grief, among the realistic forests of wooden crosses. To me, the British Lion in the Prize looks a thoroughly nasty animal; and the breasts of Britannia are somehow not the breasts of a chaste woman, excuse me.

Have you seen Arnold Bennetts Pretty Lady. Fortunately I just secured my copy before circulation was prohibited. The book is one which the century needs, as much as the Victorians needed Oliver Twist.

As an amusing narrative it is unsurpassed, in spite of its being a collection of pieced-together idylls. If you cant get it I will send you my copy.

Or shall I bring it. I am due for a long week-end leave!! My 48 hours, (which I considerably overstayed) at home were an emergency affair.

Since then Leave has been granted, as from the W.O., for 15% of the Camp weekly. I should like to spend some of it in Town: not of course Wimbledon. I have now risen to the 4th (of 6 Divisions) of Fitness.

There is no doubt  from the elaborate soundings to which Im subjected  that my heart is shock-affected.

Have you read Gilbert Frankau? I have not. (See Sphere.)

In my Chaumbers under the roof of a cottage (7 Borage Lane, Ripon)

I have written, I think, two poems: one an Ode which, considering my tuneless tendencies, may be called dam good, excuse me.

It is a very parfit Bowre this Cottage of mine. I wish you could look in for a cup of tea and half a cigarette sometimes. No one here knows of my retreat. If I lived in London I should take two empty chambers somewhere in the Cardiac Region and furnish them with Camp kit.

Sorry you could not find the Word I wanted.

Did you or did you not receive the letter I once wrote from this Hut?

It contained some wild statements, and I should like to be reassured that its not lost.

Looking forward to a highly interesting account of your occupations.



Your affectionate W.E.O.



Harold has had some terrific adventures: but chiefly on land: & not connected with the war.


To Susan Owen

Sunday Aft. (22 April 1918)  O.C.D. (Ripon)

My dearest Mother, 

Have had another lapse from letter writing, lasting a week or more.

The only news is that I am re-graded into Division 4. So its a long way yet to the top: and a longer time before I shall go over it; again.

This date is somewhere near the Anniversary of my Shock.

I hear from Paris that Amiens is complètement évacué; and that the school-children of Paris are all being removed into the provinces.

Dr & Mme. Horteloup are both well. My old pupil and disciple Pierre of Bordeaux was not taken for Military Service when his Classe was called up; so he is still with the American Y.M.C.A.

This afternoon I am going over to the Officers Y.M. to meet someone Mrs. A. wants me to meet.

We have a new padre, and his sermon this morning was as bad as they makeem.

You will love to read (1) Thomas Hardys Under the Greenwood Tree in my Novel Shelf. A most reposing book. Arnold Bennetts new book has caused some stir, and has been withdrawn from circulation, but not before I secured my copy. It deals with nothing but truth, however; and is as much needed today as Oliver Twist was to the Victorians.

Possibly it was withdrawn owing to a slighting reference to the King.

I shall be very interested to know how you take to The Greenwood Tree.

Of Poetry there is no lack on the Poetry Shelf of the Bookcase.

I will write in a day or two: though to quote myself cynically Nothing happens. A certain gloom was, however, noticeable as I travelled from town to town. There was a hint of war.

Dearest Love to all. W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Thursday (? 2 May 1918)  7 Borage Lane, Ripon 

My dearest Mother, 

So Harold was not in this Zeebrugge Show. What does he say about it? Its success will not be measured before a month or so. The secret was well kept, especially by Harold.

We had a Surgeon-General inspecting today, the same was responsible for the ghastly medical deficiencies & mismanagement on the Peninsula. In spite of the revelations of the Mesop: Commission, here he is still at large,  spoiling a fine afternoon for us.

This morning we had a lecture from a captain from the War Office, designed to stimulate our fighting instincts.

Two 5th Manchester Officers are here; one went out with me on my ship.

I am feeling very well.

I shall have to smoke less (as soon as my pre-Budget stock of cigarettes is exhausted.)

Leave is now possible from Friday to Tuesday, since our Commandant has been to the War Office about it. I could obtain it next week end, or the following. I should like to go to London with some MSS.

What do you say?

If you are not very well I shall come home, go round to the Salop Orphanage, and try the power of my glamour on some of its inmates.

Seriously have you tried the Orphanage?

Tell me how you really are.  



Your lovingest Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sat. 4 May (1918)  Hut 23 (Ripon)

Dearest my Mother, 

Just a note for your Sunday. I discovered that one of my teeth wanted mending, so on Friday I stayed in my flea-bag till the Dr. came round to the Hut (to see 3 others whove now gone to hospital with influenza.)

I went to the Dentist in the afternoon.

The Army will do nothing.

It is interesting to note that by thinking of my tooth, I brought on slight toothache.

Have been to two of Hall Cains plays this week. How badly written they were! I cant stand Hall Cain. But then was he not my imagined rival in love, when he used to give presents of jewels, when I had not even nuts and apples to give.

I can recommend to you Tides by John Drinkwater: (on poetry shelf).

I have long waited for a final stanza to the Draft (which begins.



I

Down the deep, darkening lanes they sang their way 

To the waiting train, 

And filled its doors with faces grimly gay, 

And heads & shoulders white with wreath & spray, 

As mens are, slain.)



* * * *

IV

Will they return, to beatings of great bells, 

In wild train-loads?

 A few, a few, too few for drums and yells, 

May walk back, silent, to their village wells, 

Up half-known roads.



Today is pouring wet.

I hope to hear from Colin soon.

I cant get any Gillette Blades in Ripon. Will you please buy 1 dozen ready to send me at any moment? I forgot the 10/- note last letter! I know why I had no letter today! You are carrying out my Prescription and forbid yourself pen & paper as well as books!

Is there any improvement?  



Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Monday (13 May1918)  (Ripon)

My dearest Mother, 

Made a careful study of your letter, but for the life of me cant make any real conclusions how you are. Still, it is something to know names, and to have the complaints located.

I look forward to your holiday in Torquay as much as you do. You must try for that Hotel. Hotel would suit you better than boarding house: tho I have no liking for either myself. I am lucky to get a room in London near Mr. Rosss flat. Leslie sends a card today saying hell be at Alpenrose for Whitsun. Rather unlucky, but he may change his mind (!) There is also a danger that H. G. Wells etc. may be out of town. I particularly want to see him. But with the Landlady expecting me, as I divine from Mr. Rosss letter (I will enclose it) I wont try the impossible effort of changing the dates of my hard-earned Leave  precarious as the promise of it is.

Leslie informs me Ive won a prize in the Bookman. (My first try.)

I omitted to get a copy, so dont know what it is.

If theres nothing much doing in London, on Sunday, I may drop in to you on Monday just for a little pow-wow and x.  



W E O


To Susan Owen

Postcard 



Frid. (Postmark 17 May 1918)  Piccadilly 

Having a glorious time. Spent all aft. at War Office, Scott-Moncrieff is trying to find me a job in England  lecturer to a Cadet Batt. Arrived last night. Report back on Sunday.  



W.


To Susan Owen

Monday (20 May 1918)  Ripon 

My Mother, 

Youll excuse a short letter yet awhile: it is hot; and Im sleepy this afternoon. In 2 nights & days I have slept only 3 hours. I always have a week of freedom from the need of sleep somewhere about May; fortunately it has occurred during last week.

My reception in London has been magnificent. The upshot is that I am to have my work typed at once, and send it to Heinemann, who is certain to send it to Ross to read for him!! This is very subtle. Ross first meant to take it himself but we thought this independent idea a great joke.

Judging from my own diffidence, and the state of the paper supply a book is not likely to appear before next Spring. I am rather proud  to have got so far on one published poem. Almost an unparalleled case, what! How far I have got, learn from this extract in the New Witness (Chestertons weekly). It is a criticism of an American Anthology of English Verse: The book is curiously dull & undistinguished. Our younger fame seems not to have reached him: there is nothing by Robert Nichols, Robert Graves, Siegfried Sassoon, W. J. Turner, Wilfred Owen, Osbert Sitwell, or any of their contemporaries junior to Rupert Brooke... Osbert Sitwell was phoned round to Half-Moon St. to meet me! I had a whole flat above Rosss for 7/6 with breakfast!

And I had more invitations to lunch & dinner than I could manage!



More tomorrow. Shrewsbury as you saw was impossible.  x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Tues. (Postmark 21 May 1918)  (Postmark Ripon)



I am much enjoying the hot weather: which, as weather, is pleasanter here than in London. All I can tell you about my worldly schemes (or rather the schemes of my friends) is: I have every chance of becoming Instructing Staff Officer to a Cadet Battalion. I would rather work in the W.O. itself and that seems not impossible either. Really I would like most to go to Egypt or Italy, but that is not entertained by Scott-

Moncrieff. Scott-Moncrieff, is a lamed captain, related to General of that name, known as the Father of the War Office, who has just died.

I am now in Div. 2 awaiting Board, before W.O. friends can do anything.


To Susan Owen

Saturday (25 May 1918)  Borage Lane (Ripon)

Dearest Mother, Ive been busy this evening with my terrific poem (at present) called The Deranged. This poem the Editor of the Burlington Magazine  (a 2/6 Arts Journal which takes no poetry)  old More Adey, I say, solemnly prohibited me from sending to the English Review, on the grounds that the English Review should not be encouraged.!!!!

Five years ago this would, as you suggest, have turned my head  but nowadays my head turns only in shame away from these first flickers of the limelight. For I am old already for a poet, and so little is yet achieved.

And I want no limelight, and celebrity is the last infirmity I desire.

Fame is the recognition of ones peers.

I have already more than their recognition: I have the silent and immortal friendship of Graves and Sassoon and those. Behold are they not already as many Keatses?

As I looked out into the untravelled world over the hedges of Dunsden Garden, I saw them in the dawn and made ready to go out and meet them.

And they were glad and rejoiced, though I am the gravest and least witty of that grave, witty company.

Today I climbed back over the hedges into Dunsden again and wandered round the parish for hours. (For this ordinary (remainder missing)


To Susan Owen

(29 May 1918)  Ripon P.O.



Came into Town to find something for Mary & Father, but the effort & responsibility are too great.

Will you yourself or Colin do the shopping?

Thanks for news this morning.

The heat is most enjoyable  am going bathing in river this afternoon.

The Bookman affair about which you are so kindly importunate was a mere idle joke, an old lyric I condescended to send from Scarboro.

It gained me only a book. The Bookman people are hopeless bad literary people.

You shall see Deranged some fine day when you feel strenuous enough.

Dearest love to Mary, and congratulations to dear Father.

What about a pipe for him?

So Colin is aware that such things as letters are written? Even perhaps he reads them sometimes? (remainder missing)


To Mary Owen

Wednesday Night. 11 p m. to Midnight (29 May 1918)  (Ripon)

My dear Little Sister, 

I am rather weary now, having Swum this afternoon, and  in consequence of the exercise  , having written a promising poem this evening. I can now write so much better than a year ago that for every poem I add to my list I subtract one from the beginning of it. You see I take myself solemnly now, and that is why, let me tell you, once for all, I refrain from indecent haste in publishing. So much for myself.

A pity and shame to myself that I was not able to choose you a present.

To speak truth, it baffles me to know what you really are interested in; beyond Mother.

This is beautiful in itself, but I wish I knew there was some Sphere of human activity you played or worked at. Music  no bon! Painting  nah pooh! Literature  taboo! Horticulture, likewise, Medical work, ditto. Why not, then, specialise in Embroidery or some such craft,  design something remarkable, and produce something astonishing.

My dear I am as serious as I am rude. Chiefly for your own benefit I am saying this,  To give you some tie to Mother Earth. I feel that a light wind of grief, to say nothing of a storm, might blow you off your innocent feet.

Nor entirely for your benefit do I suggest these Interests. So many Activities that Matter are in the hands of non-good people.

Possibly I am quite wrong in asking you to hook on to something Material. You will wistfully wonder if I am a Pagan. It would be good if you would arise, and in a loud voice, tell me so. I am not, but such a discussion would get us to the bedrock of things. The bedrock of things should be  well, Who should it be?

My religion consists in a sort of beautiful and Christ-like Intervention between the disputing parties Paul of Tarsus and the ruined but skilful silversmiths of Ephesus. Very gently I should make some clever remark which should send the silversmiths contentedly back to their beautiful work, and give Paul a contract for as many tents as the army required for subjugating the Gauls, and exiling the soldiery.

My religion says it is better to design a church than sit and look at its design once a week.

Forgive the exuberance of this letter. It comes of my recent baptism in the pleasant waters of this River. It was an amusing afternoon. After toiling many miles to the bathing place I found it reserved for the Civilian Population on Wednesdays! However the civilian population were not dismayed to share the water with Officers. Anyone seeing these civilians (or rather in their fathers old clothes, which they wore) would have kept well upstream of them. An Artist Cadet there, losing his head with joy, dived into 2 feet of water, and nearly lost it again. He cut it open, but as there was no brandy, he decided not to faint, and I got him safe into a cab.

This letter, writ with much rubbing of mine eyes, is my Birthday present, and not John Bradburys little note. God bless you as you are a blessing to us, and reward you from the treasury where your great heart is  



Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Thursday (6 June 1918)  5th Manchester Regt., Cavalry Barracks, Scarborough 



Had a rather pleasant arrival. Priestley is still P.M.C. & has two apartments in the Barracks, where he gave me a private tea  fine China tea,  in priceless porcelain.

Most of the officers here in March are gone and a new crowd are here  junior to me fortunately.

The last of my old Mess Staff went yesterday. The W.A.A.C.s do everything now.

I live in a tent with a cinder floor, a yard or two from the Main Entrance to Camp; so it is inundated with vile dust. Thus it is not necessary to try to grit my teeth: it is done without effort.

We get up at six, and work furiously till 6 p m., after which we are too tired to move.

Priestley is powerless to give me a room in Barracks as all A officers must sleep under canvas.

I have informed the War Office of my Category & address. I cannot keep alive herè long. Here one does not live at all. One eats, (badly) sleeps, (well) and works like a demented piece of clockwork.

We call the recruits Rookies because they are so thin.

The padre is going to find Warne as I dont know his Company.

My Company is B.

Drummer George of Dunsden wept when I said goodbye. (I had seen him 3 times!) This you must not tell anybody. Such things are not for this generation of vipers.

All thanks to dear Mary for her beautiful letters.



W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

(Circa 9 June 1918)  (Scarborough)



First sheet missing were brought back to this place, all thick, as it was, with the dust we had shaken off our feet. I had the blessed compensation of your parcel. The Cake travelled perfectly: and the gingerbreads likewise have journeyed yet further to their appointed place. The destiny of the cake is now half accomplished.

I wonder if its nutriment went to succour the white corpuscles so put about by insect-bites, or whether it went to swell the grey matter so diminished by the war.

There is an excellent article on Nerves in the Daily Mail, June 5th 6th or 7th; 6th I think.

You need study to observe none of these precautions concerning me: except to respect my strange solitude when I resort to it, and stranger friends if I resort to them. And except the following:  

Preserve me scrupulously from old women without dignity, wit, or wisdom.

Preserve me from young women with gush and no beauty.

Preserve me from women of beauty and no charm; but take not measures against women of charm and no beauty, for they are the sugar of the earth.

Preserve me from dogs.

Preserve me from ugly children.

Preserve me from varnished wood, powdered women, dusty plants, plated silver, antimacassars, wigs, and all false hair.

Preserve me from men in waistcoats shirt cuffs and braces of a Sunday afternoon; (and preserve them from me for I would tear their waistcoats from them, and cut their throats (open at the neck) and belt them into noble creatures.)

Preserve me from the man who sits in stocking feet of an evenin, and scratches his big toe with his heel.

Preserve me from the youth who carries a pencil on the lobe of his right ear; (but preserve the cigarette in the ear of a Tommy for it is his last.)

Preserve this letter.

Preserve me from irritant underclothes.

Preserve me from the unclean bath.

Preserve me from billiards, whist, and football, and all talk of the same.

Preserve me from people who eat eggs when I dont want any.

Preserve me from the person who sneezes like a bomb bursting in water.

Preserve me from the player who in the same chord strikes the bass before the treble.

Preserve me from all rag-time.



Preserve me from Answers, Pearsons, and all but Page 1 of Tit-Bit s.

Preserve me from Pennyman.

Preserve me from Morris.

Preserve me from the exposition of all instruments of war in chambers, all ships in glass-bottles, plush chairs, group-photographs, flowers under glass-shades, shell-pictures-frames, scene-painted boulders, and all the arts and deceitful devices of Victoria.

This will be as much as you can memorize for the moment.

I have not finished.

Your very own W.E.O.

Great thanks for Book: Barbe, which I had read in ancient days  in Torquay  borrowing from the library: but have quite forgotten & shall be so glad to read again.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

11 June 1918  Scarborough 

Am wondering a little why no letter at all since I arrived here. Am earning my pay again with a vengeance. But a short bout of this work is not unpleasant. Have got a habitable tent now. Am going on Musketry for a few days, thanks to Whittaker, who is still here. What company is Warne? Letter from W.O. says Ill probably be sent to Artists. Tell Colin the R.A.F. are asking Infantry Officers to transfer to flying.

Numbers of ones have gone for approval today.



Thanks: Letter received.


To Susan Owen

Saturday Morning (15 June 1918)  Priestleys Rooms in Barracks (Scarborough)

Dearest Mother, 

Have just been inoculated, so will write while able, and before I begin to roll about. Was working yesterday till 8 p m. with I hr. for lunch, & 1/4 hr. for tea. Spent 2 solid hours seeing that the Rookies bathed themselves properly & washed their toes  especially the conscripts who came the same day from the Mills, awful specimens, almost green-pale, another Race altogether from the mahogany swashbucklers who have finished their training.

I found Warne, and interviewed him. He looks very well-treated, a little too strapping ponderous and bumpkinish a fellow for my much liking.

My week-end is wrecked. But it should not be many days before I am called to the W.O. and so to Berkhampstead for a months preparatory course With the Inns of Court O.T.C.

It must not be thought I am unhappy here, meanwhile. I have now a waterproof tent with long grass & buttercups all round to act as dustscreens. Mine is the only single tent, thanks to Priestley, who also puts his apartments at my disposal when I have time to come here, which is this morning for the first time. I had magnificently resolved not to unpack my books or papers while in camp; when lo! an urgent request from the Sitwells in London for more of my poems for their 1918

Anthology which is coming out immediately. This is on the strength of The Deranged, which S. Moncrieff showed them the other day. I know not what to do. For one thing I want to see the Sitwells etc. works before I decide to co-appear in a book!

I suppose I must congratulate Colin. Hope very much to see him at Hampstead.

I may have big expenses at the end of the month, but you must decide what Colin should have, & Ill do my fondest.


To Susan Owen

Friday Evg. (21 June 1918)  (Scarborough)



Weary though I be, I must yet let you know before I sleep that I am well, & in humour with the life about me. The effects of inoculation wore off about Wednesday, & I do full duty. Today have been Revolver Shooting, & it may be a final proof of my normality (for Fathers satisfaction) that I shot better than most. We go on with this Course tomorrow.

I see my Hospital Barge and another poem appear in this weeks Nation. Ill send you the Editors cheque early in July, helping to launch Colin into Extravagance.

My Immortal Innocent has rather let himself down in my estimation by going to the Bing Boys when he swore his first Theatre should be Shakespere. The Regent Palace is no longer the Hotel it was when I used to stay years ago. My last visit was most unfavourable, and in the light of recommending it to a younger brother, alarming.

Was so pleased to get a letter from Father. Will write to him to Torquay  when will that be?

Will send a Card to Chubbie Cubbie. And to Colin. Have not seen again Warne, but have found under my care other Shropshire lads whose speech bewrayed them to me. These, and some Welsh chappies we have are indeed, look you, I am prout to say, the muscle, as well as the voice, look you, of the company.

The Lancashire Mill Hands are weeds, why, Weeds.

Nothing to report from War Office. Have been interrupted even at this hour, so Goodnight, my darling Mother.


To Susan Owen

Monday (24 June 1918)  My Tent (Scarborough)



STAND BACK FROM THE PAGE! and disinfect yourself.

Quite 1/3 of the Batt. and about 30 officers are smitten with the Spanish Flu.

The hospital overflowed on Friday, then the Gymnasium was filled, and now all the place seems carpeted with huddled blanketed forms. Only the very bad cases have beds. The boys are dropping on parade like flies in number. Priestley and the Adjutant are the two latest cases.

The thing is much too common for me to take part in. I have quite decided not to!

Scottie, whom I still see sometimes, went under today, & my servant yesterday.

Imagine the work that falls on the unaffected officers. Yesterday, I was Orderly Officer for the Battalion, & was not able to take off my frown for five minutes on end between Reveille & midnight. My temperature is normal, so dont be alarmed. Im afraid my new servant,  a Herefordshire gardeners-boy, with the garden still lying in loamy beds about his ears  will drop tomorrow.

There is no panic; most are already convalescent.

As no call has come from the W.O. has reached me, I shall likely be here another month  unless drafted out, which is not probable.

War Dreams have begun again; but that is because of the flapping of the canvas all night in the high winds; or else the hideous faces of the Advancing Revolver Targets I fired at last week. It is not because I am G.S. as I will prove to you another day.  

ever your W.F.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Sunday (Postmark 1 July 1918)  (Postmark Scarborough)



I wondered if Colin would be infected, and am now only hoping he wont carry it to you. I am quite immune  to everybodys amazement.

Went a Cross Country Run last Wednesday, from which my calves are still suffering. Have seldom enjoyed any exercise so much.

Refereeed a Football Match yesterday!!

Had 2 long belated letters from Siegfried (in France). One letter had twice been sent from Craiglockhart to Dublin after some other Owen.

Siegfried sends a poem which Ill copy for you some day. Osbert Sitwell wrote to me yesterday, also sending a poem on the latest news M.

Clemenceau is fully satisfied with the conditions at the front. Os father, Sir George is a magnate in Scarborough & his own estimation.


To Osbert Sitwell

July 1918  (Scarborough)

Dear Osbert Sitwell, 

I rehearsed your very fine epigram upon our Mess President  rather a friend of mine. He did not immediately recognize Jesus. The rest of the Mess would not of course know the name of Monsieur Clemenceau.

(To my mind this would be no indication of any mans ignorance of affairs.) May I send Ill Winds to a French youth who might translate and circulate it where it would be appreciated?

Always hoping to find an hour in which to copy out and generally denebulize a few poems acceptable to you either as Editor or  may I not say  friend  I have delayed this letter so long. Tonight there is only time for a tedious brief speech with you before the mind wakes up for its only amusement these days  dreams.

For 14 hours yesterday I was at work  teaching Christ to lift his cross by numbers, and how to adjust his crown; and not to imagine he thirst till after the last halt; I attended his Supper to see that there were no complaints; and inspected his feet to see that they should be worthy of the nails. I see to it that he is dumb and stands to attention before his accusers. With a piece of silver I buy him every day, and with maps I make him familiar with the topography of Golgotha.

Last week I broke out of camp to order Wheels, 1917. Canning refused to stock copies. I persisted so long that the Young Lady loudly declared she knew all along that I was Osbert himself. This caused a consternation throughout the crowded shop; but I got the last laugh by  

No, Madam; the book is by a friend of mine, Miss Sitwell.

Rigbys1 people would not order a single copy without deposit!

Is the 1918 vol. designed to go on the caterpillar wheels of Siegfrieds Music Hall Tank? If so I might help with the ammunition. Would you like some short War Poems, or what? Please give me a final date for submitting them to you.

I very much look forward to meeting you again, and if it be in Scarborough the pleasure will be that of all snatched joys. I am incarcerated more strictly than you imagine. Westboroughis now a weekly ambition. The Spa is beyond my hopes. This is the beginning of decadence. As is proved by my Fathers message on hearing I was G.S.:

gratified to know you are normal again.  Very sympathetically yours, 

W. E. S. Owen 


To Susan Owen

Saturday (21 July 1918)  (Scarborough)

Dear, dear Mother, 

Wonderful of you to write so bravely of your cares. I think of these things at night because I must not by day. The only comfort from my quarter is the Statement that I am well and all my anxiety here is what I share from you.

Your card came this morning.

Stiebel came back tonight.

Priestley leaves tomorrow for hospital & wants me to take on his job permanently. I am not too keen. I am glad to Have Done with the W.A.A.Cs. It is almost impossible to control them. They either weep or take flight when reprimanded. 2 of Priestleys deserted today. One of mine

cries several times every day.

Their work it is true is terribly hard; but I was responsible for the mens food, and had to slave them. Tell Mary I overheard one W.A.A.C. say after me Id like to smackis brown face forrim.

I wish I could get my Leave now to be with you. Would you like me to exaggerate matters (if indeed it is possible) and come. Colonel Mitchell is away and the acting C.O. is a Major with whom I am quite friendly & informal.

More tomorrow.



Your own W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

(Circa 30 July 1918)  Scarborough 

My own Mother, 

I send you a precious letter, from the Greatest friend I have.

I was inoculated again on Sat. but it was Siegfrieds condition and not my own that made me so wretched. This time surely he has done with war.

The most encouraging thing is that he is writing already again.

Now must I throw my little candle on his torch, and go out again.

There are rumours of a large draft of officers shortly.

Sorry I only sent 10/- when the expenses were altogether about 14/-.

Here is the residue for Mary.

Will try & get the books you mention, & also send you Siegfrieds.

Dearest wishes to Mary,  

 

Your lovingest W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Thursday, 7.30 a m. (8 August 1918)  Scarborough 

Dearest Mother, 

Am just about to start out for the days work,  on the Butts today.

Have had another black week, alarms calling us out at 4 in the morning, & since Sat. continuous Rain, so that my tent floor was half under water for 2 days.

I shall be on Range Duty up to Friday Night, so my Leave will not start before Friday week, if then.

So sorry Ive missed Colin, but if I go to London Ill see him there.

Yes, with Colin and S.S. in London I really must pass 1 day there.

I send you S.Ss last note. The first sentence refers to a poem I wrote last week and sent him.

I can tell by many signs that Siegfried has been really unnerved this time.

All thanks for the news youve sent from time to time of yourself, Colin, & Mary. Harold sent the Refund this week. I hope he was quite well able. I dont understand your exclamations about the Boots.

Will pay that Dentists Bill of course.

How are your eyes now?  



Always your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Saturday (10 August 1918)  Scarborough 

Dearest Mother, 

Tomorrow I am for a medical inspection with 21 others, to be declared fit for draft. This means we may be sent on draft leave tomorrow, & I may reach you even before this letter! I know not. I am glad. That is I am much gladder to be going out again than afraid. I shall be better able to cry my outcry, playing my part.

The secondary annoyances & discomforts of France behind the line can be no worse than this Battalion. On Friday we were called up at 3 a m. and had the usual days work. The Adjutant is ill, & Stiebel is ill. I did Stiebels job on the Stunt, & am still doing it.

These are only mock alarms of course. But this morning at 8.20 we heard a boat torpedoed in the bay about a mile out, they say who saw it.

I think only 10 lives were saved. I wish the Bosche would have the pluck to come right in & make a clean sweep of the Pleasure Boats, and the promenaders on the Spa, and all the stinking Leeds & Bradford War-profiteers now reading John Bull on Scarborough Sands.

Siegfried is being moved to Berwick on Tweed next week. Am trying to find which day. Imagine what wretched uncertainty Im in tonight.

All I feel sure of is my excellent little servant Jones, wholl pack my stuffs in quarter of an hour, night or day.

Let me thank Mary for her Boat Letter. Hope well all have a River Afternoon in spite of my wished-for torpedoes-nearer-home.

I like poor Doris better now I hear she understands The Old Huntsman Book.

My mind is a cobweb of lines radiating to Shrewsbury, London, Hastings, Berwick, London, Shrewsbury, Berwick, Edinburgh, Portsmouth 

Ever, W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Monday Night (19 August 1918)  My Tent, Scarborough 

I rushed off a note in time for this evenings post, which may seem very mingy. Work has not fallen hard on me yet; I have done nothing today because my trench feet are so bad I cant walk; & the Patrol last night was altogether enjoyable, and the Dawn this morning.

Still, I am quite wretched tonight, missing you so much. Oh so much!

Taking the world as it really is, not everybody of my years can boast, (or as many would say, confess) that their Mother is absolute in their affections.

But I believe it will always be so with me, always.

There is nothing in heaven or earth like you, and that is why I cant write a poem for you.

Next time I come, we must have a very long and very deep talk.

Meanwhile, eat, drink, and be merry. Here is for half a dozen bottles of red wine, which must be finished before Ill look at you again. I sometimes wonder if you are still haunted by the horror of wine taking hold of me!! You are too absurd! That transgression at least will never bring a blush to my nose.

Eat, Drink, and Be Merry, for tomorrow we live, and the day after tomorrow live, live, live. Even in Scarborough I must live; though I feel dead to all these people.

I have done something towards my Contribution to Wheels, but the night watch has rather muddled me.

Strange how suddenly my toes went wrong! It is the old frostbite playing on me again as Jones says. Because I said I was sad, little Jones is prattling to me now, & I am talking volubly while I write.

I am also thinking wildly and crying a little for only you to hear.



Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Sat. Mng. (Postmark 31 August 1918)  (Postmark Folkestone)



Am writing in a hairdressers shop waiting for a shave. Found no room in Hotels so got put up in an Officers Club, thanks to S. Moncrieffs knowledge of the region. Got up at 5.30 this mng. & caught train in good time. On the train I was astonished to meet Major Fletcher, the P.M.C. you remember, who settled up my accounts last Monday, not dreaming he himself would be pushed off on Tuesday. But here he is, &

I am very glad & shall try to keep with him; he used to be 2nd in command of the 5th in France.

We go on board at 3 p m. Will write from Boulogne.



Love and good cheer W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Sat., 31 August 1918  E.F.C., Officers Rest House and Mess 

(half page missing) Arriving at Victoria I had to wheel my own baggage down the platform & through the streets to the Hotel, which was full. But I got a bed (as I (half page missing) My last hours in England were brightened by a bathe in the fair green Channel, in company of the best piece of Nation left in England  a Harrow boy, of superb intellect & refinement, intellect because he detests war more than Germans, and refinement because of the way he spoke of my going away; and the way he spoke of the Sun; and of the Sea, and the Air; and everything. In fact the way he spoke.

And now I go among cattle to be a cattle-driver...

I am now fairly and reasonably tired & must go to my tent, without saying the things which you will better understand unsaid.



O my heart, 

Be still; You have cried your cry, you played your part.

Did I ever send you Siegfrieds poem which he wrote on the boat:



For the last time I say War is not glorious; 

Tho lads march out superb & die victorious, 

And crowned by peace, the sunlight on their graves; 

You say we crush the Beast; I say we fight 

Because men lost their landmarks in the night, 

And met in gloom to grapple, stab, & kill.

Yelling the fetish names of Good & ill 

Which have been shamed in history.

O my heart, 

Be still; you have cried your cry, you have played your part!

Goodnight, goodnight.

You are at home; yet you are home; 

Your love is my home, and I cannot feel abroad.  



Wilfred x 


To Siegfried Sassoon

Sat., 31 August 1918  E.F.C., Officers Rest House and Mess 

Goodbye  dear Siegfried  

Im much nearer to you here than in Scarborough, and am by so much happier.

I  have been incoherent ever since I tried to say goodbye on the steps of Lancaster Gate. But everything is clear now: & Im in hasty retreat towards the Front. Battle is easier here; and therefore you will stay and endure old men & women to the End, and wage the bitterer war and more hopeless.

When you write, please address to Mahim, Monkmoor Rd.

Shrewsbury.

What more is there to say that you will not better understand unsaid.



Your W.E.O.


To Siegfried Sassoon

Sunday, 1 September 1918  A Depot, A.P.O. S. 17, B.E.F. France 

Dearest of all Friends, 

Here is an address which will serve for a few days.

The sun is warm, the sky is clear, the waves are dancing fast & bright... But these are not Lines written in Dejection. Serenity Shelley never dreamed of crowns me. Will it last when I shall have gone into Caverns & Abysmals such as he never reserved for his worst daemons?

Yesterday I went down to Folkestone Beach and into the sea, thinking to go through those stanzas & emotions of Shelleys to the full. But I was too happy, or the Sun was too supreme. Moreover there issued from the sea distraction, in the shape, Shape I say, but lay no stress on that, of a Harrow boy, of superb intellect & refinement; intellect because he hates war more than Germans; refinement because of the way he spoke of my Going, and of the Sun, and of the Sea there; and the way he spoke of Everything. In fact, the way he spoke  

And now I am among the herds again, a Herdsman; and a Shepherd of sheep that do not know my voice.

Tell me how you are.

With great & painful firmness I have not said you goodbye from England. If you had said In the heart or brain you might have stabbed me, but you said only in the leg; so I was afraid.

Perhaps if I write anything in dug-outs or talk in sleep a squad of riflemen will save you the trouble of buying a dagger.



Goodbye W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Postcard 

Aft. of Sunday, 1 September (1918) Address: H Depot, A.P.O. Sl7, B.E.F., France 

Have here caught up a number of our officers drafted out before me.

This place is vastly more habitable than in 1917. Impossible to feel depressed. All Auguries are of good fortune. How blessedly different from last year!

 

All love. W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

1  September 1918  (H. Depot, A.P.O. Si7)

My own sweet Mother, The sun still shines, & everything is little more warlike than in Scarboro. Except that large numbers of wounded were being rushed down the road as I marched a party this morning.

I went to the sea-side by tram yesterday afternoon but there was nothing to do.

I am now in a Y.M.C.A. quite vacant of custom, which is the reason I came, and also to see the gentleman in charge, a man of letters whose name I know, but whose works are not much known, Mr. ORiordan.

He has just come in  , an extraordinary hunch-backed little Irishman, of very pleasant manners.

I sent a card to you for Colin which youll forward to Hastings.

Here is a list of things which sent at once should reach me here.

Paraffin, Toilet, Boots, small bottle.

1 pair pyjamas, flannelette.

1  lozenge-shaped identity disc; Keys, 3 or 4 small, if found.

2  small towels now in wash.

No more now. Hoping to hear in 2 or 3 days.  



Ever W x 


To Susan Owen

Saturday (7 September 1918)  H. Depot, A.P.O. Sl7

My own Mother, 

Still here, but may go up the Line any hour. Orders have come through that I rejoin the 2nd Battalion, so that will be my address.

2nd Batt.

The Manchester Regt.

B.E.F.

France.

Was out all day yesterday, & came in too late for post.

It was a fine bold idea of yours to address a letter here, without waiting for my version of the address. I had that letter two days ago, and had great joy of it. Yours & Marys came last night. Marys must have a very long answer when I find one.

I have been seeing ORiordan daily, ORiordan, as G. K. Chesterton writes, whom all of us know and love as Norries Connell. All of us means the whole clan of English writers.

I sleep in a Dormitory, not a Tent, and discovered near by last night one of Erskine Macdonalds little Georgian Poets. He is, really, a big Scotchman, of no genius, but useful as an audience.

The Staff here think they are doing me a favour by sending me back to my old Unit. Its certainly better than any other Lancs crowd, and there is no possibility of a Welsh Regt. from this Camp. If I cant transfer to anything better, I shall perhaps transfer to the 2nd to avoid the prospect of passing the rest of my days with the Scarborough mob.

My parcel will be sent on if I leave before it comes. Will write again tonight or tomorrow.  



Ever W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Saturday (7 September 1918)  (H Depot, A.P.O. 7)

My dearest Mother,

Just a memorandum that I start hence tomorrow morning, with a body of troops as well as my luggage to pull after me. When Ill have delivered the troops to their destination, I make my way straight to my own battalion which, I repeat, is the 2nd.

ORiordan will be at the station to see me off. Ive just spent three hours in his hut, talking, not books, but life & people, as is the way between Authors. Especially authors who havent read each other!

Thus my mind has been amused, & I must not allow this letter to bemuse it.

If I see around me other officers whose faces bitterness is changing from their complacent English expressions, I laugh them to scorn.

You would not know me for the poet of sorrows.  



Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Monday, 9 September 1918  (France)

My own Mother, 

I am at a Reception Depot, where I rest, having safely delivered my party of men, who behaved excellently. Our Reception here was not very warm, as we detrained in pitch darkness, & no one had the faintest idea where to go. Guides, however, turned up at last; & led on to billets in this now ruinous old town which Ive often spoken & written about.

It was frightfully nice of Haig to allow the French to be shelled out of it, & so leave us any amount of room & household goods. I have a good room in a large house, with a young officer,  quite bearable,  bound also for the 2nd. Man. There are no window panes, but the valuable hand-lace-curtains remain. I sleep on a table, for which a kind Kiltie has just found me a mattress. Its huge fun looting for furniture, &

I sleep on my table in a serenity far different from, let us say, at Hastings.

I calculate Ill find several of your letters, & others, waiting my arrival at the Battalion. In about a week (but Ill tell you again with details) Id like a parcel with re-fill battery, cigarettes, & chocolate.

I enclose letter explaining the gloves, which I should like included in next parcel, please.

Send me such of Harolds and Colins letters as you may.

Tell them, and them only, how peculiarly unreluctant I am to be back here with the Nation, & to have the Channel between me and all that the.., typify.



Your Wilfred x 


To Susan Owen

Thursday (12 September 1918)  Y.M.C.A., 

With The Australian Imperial Force 

No move yet; and no news to better that news.

How many of your letters, I wonder are amassing in the Man.

Regimental Postbags.

You might chance one card here to tell me youre well.

Because I may stay here indefinitely.

The weather is wet & cold, but my temper, it is proved, keeps independent of sunlight.

This afternoon I went forth in search of adventure, & took a joy ride in a tank.

I was accosted in the Australian Y.M. by an old Runner of mine who shared the miseries of the  Rly. Banks. He has. never had so frightful a time since.

Just as I was moving off at the Base, a private rushed out from the crowd & shook my hand. I just was able to recognize him as a drummer at Southport  he looks a middle-aged man now.

The augury was good, and I think the incident put my draft in a confident mood.

Potts is good solid companion, not without wit, & full of wisdom.

I hear the C.O. of the 2nd. is the Major or Colonel mentioned in all the papers the other day as wounded for the tenth time.

I dont know where they are.

Literary Cuttings, and others from the news, would amuse me. At present I read Stevensons Essays, & do not want any books.

Do not inform friends & relations that I pass my hours reading, sleeping, conversing, & gathering roses from bewildered gardens. But so it is, and Im getting fat upon it.

I  assure you the difference is noticeable when I come to shave my face, (about 11 in the morning).

I  kiss your hand.  



W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

Tues. 10 September 1918  Y.M.C.A., With The Australian Imperial Force 

My own Mother, 

Im sitting in my Camel Hair Coat at my bed-table, by the light of 1  candles. Tomorrow, it seems, will be spent here like today  no duties, no cares, but no letters.

Plenty of French books, plenty of cigarettes, plenty of magnificent life about me, and  enough to eat. No wounded pass through here; as for the poor battered houses they make me merry at heart, for they were all in bad style. And since probably by now the soldiers whose these houses were or were to have been are Unreturning, no pity whatever for their destruction moves me.

I  kick joyfully about the debris, and only feel a twinge of sadness when a little childs copy-book or frock or crumpled little hat is laid bare.

Near the Cathedral I picked up a delightful wee lace-surplice, my only souvenir so far.

Potts, that is my comrade  in billets  , chose a Toby Jug,  in very bad taste.

Potts is a science student at Manchester; only 20; book learned in certain Subjects, but not without ideas. Indeed we talked 3 good hours last night.

It is a pleasure to find someone worth disagreeing with, nowadays, and here-a-placed.

I think we are fond of each other, moreover, & will do each other much good.

The Australian Y.M. is a shack of a cottage, near a little place where I once had tea last year, & which Sassoon also knew.

It was strange to wander again by the Canal where the Hospital Barge passed....

I had a strong poetical experience in a wrecked garden this afternoon, not an ordinary garden, but full of conservatories of tropical plants, aviaries, fish-ponds, palms & so on. I cant make a poem of it, because of Shelleys Sensitive Plant which you might turn up if you want the effect I enjoyed. I say enjoyed...

Here is a list for next parcel which you might send as soon as convenient after receiving this:

1 Pears Soap.

1 Euthymol Toothpaste.

1  Refill Battery.

2  Boxes Non Safety Matches.

1  pair Madoxes 2/6 socks.

The gloves.

20 Players Navy Cut or more if possible.

Horlicks Tablets.

No Chocolate, unless room is left.

? Handkerchiefs.

Goodnight; and may your peace be as divine as mine is tonight.

Your son, your son, your son...


To Susan Owen

Friday, 13 September (1918)  Y.M.C.A., With The Australian Imperial Force 

Dear, dear Mother, 

News today that the Batt. is coming down here, instead of my going Hence. Excellent. I have been billeting troops today. Write to the 2nd.

Man., not this Recep. Camp as Ill be joining about Sunday.

It is funny to think of your letters being brought down from the Front!

Do not, (as I afore-asked) undeceive the world which thinks Im having a bad time, if it thinks at all. But take to yourself the fact that Ive an amusing little holiday here; and know that nowhere in the universe, and at no time, can I experience anything again like  and  in 19I7.  



Ever your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

Sunday, 15 September 1918 With the 2nd. Batt., The Manchester Regt.

My dear dear Mother, 

I reported to the Adjutant at 9 this morning, & am now in D Coy.  which is part of my address. Your letter of Sept. 10 (unnumbered) (with the photograph), was on the table at lunch. After lunch, I went round to B.H.Q. for the rest, but found none, & could get nothing out of the post-corporal.

I hung about interrogating people till the Terrible Major, (he of the 10 wounds fame) asked me if he could help me! I departed. Mysteriously, at dinner, eight more letters were brought to me, including only one of yours, The No. 3. None from S.S. It is possible that his correspondence is specially censored  and intercepted.

All thanks for the parcels  in anxious anticipation!

Cigarettes are scarcer and scarcer. Verb. Sap. The poor Boys were smoking grass in envelopes in the line last week. I wish I could tell you what they have done in the making of last months News.

Y  esterday I had the honour (!) of preparing the Brigadiers Quarters:

& supervising Guides for various units of the Brigade. I watched The Manchesters march in and great cheer it was to see at least two lads instantly recognize me as they went by. They were, strangely enough, the very two I most hoped had survived. Almost they are the only survivors in the ranks....

Many of the N.C.O.s I remember.

I like my Coy. Commander: & the other four Coy. Officers are anything but blighters. Three, I believe are junior to me.

But Potts has been put in another Coy.

We billet together, nevertheless.

Of our billets (in a village close adjacent to where I was last week) I will write more next time  tomorrow, I hope.

By the writing you may judge I am not yet very comfortable.



W.E.O. xx 


To Susan Owen

Saturday (21 September 1918)  (2nd Manchester Regt.)



Just a tiny note as a sign of life, & to say that both your Parcels have reached me, one yesterday and one today! Tomorrow  Sunday  I will thank you in detail.

All news is told when I say I am still in the same billet, & no doubt shall be for long after you get this letter.

I have been appointed Bombing Officer to the Battalion. N.B. I know nothing specially about bombs. I told the Adjutant so, & he said something about making me Gas Officer; or some Battalion job. I am flattered.

The Adjutant is a fine pleasant man.

My Captain is an Honours Student of Eng. Literature. Need I say more? (Yes, I need: he is not a producer).

The Colonel is an agreeable non-ferocious gentleman. But the Major of the 12 wounds loves Soldiering & has passed his life wherever he could find any fighting. Need I say more?



Your W.E.O. x 


To Siegfried Sassoon

22 September 1918  D Coy. 2nd Manchester Regt.

My dear Siegfried, 

Here are a few poems to tempt you to a letter. I begin to think your correspondence must be intercepted somewhere. So I will state merely I have had no letter from you lately for a long time, and say nothing of my situation, tactical or personal.

You said it would be a good thing for my poetry if I went back.

That is my consolation for feeling a fool. This is what shells scream at me every time: Havent you got the wits to keep out of this?



Did you see w hat the Minister of Labour said in the Mail the other day?

The first instincts of the men after the cessation of hostilities will be to return home. And again  

All classes acknowledge their indebtedness to the soldiers & sailors...

About the same day, Clemenceau is reported by the Times as saying:

All are worthy... yet we should be untrue to ourselves if we forgot that the greatest glory will be to the splendid poilus, who, etc.

I began a Postcript to these Confessions, but hope you will already have lashed yourself, (lashed yourself!) into something...



O  Siegfried, make them Stop!



W.E.O.



P.S. My Mothers address is Mahim Monkmoor Rd. Shrewsbury.

I know you would try to see her, if  I failed to see her again.


To Susan Owen

Sat. 28 September 1918  Same Address 

Dearest Mother, 

Am still sitting on straw under our Tamboo, for it is raining again.

These few days have been dry & not really cold. You must not suppose I have been uncomfortable. Though I left the last vestige of civilization, in the Civil sense, behind at  , there is here all but all that a man wants fundamentally; clean air, enough water to wash once a day; plain food and plentiful; letters from Home of good news, shelter from the rain & cold; an intellectual gentleman for Captain; 3 bright & merry boys for my corporals; & stout grizzled old soldiers in my platoon. My Sergeant is a tiny man. We get on very well together.

Major Marshall of the 10 wounds is the most arrant utterly soldierly soldier I ever came across. I have not come across his path yet, & hope not to. Bold, robust, dashing, unscrupulous, cruel, jovial, immoral, vast-chested, handsome-headed, of free, coarse speech, I am not surprised he figures in a book. I dont know which book; must find out.

The Colonel is a mild, honourable gentleman, who lets us alone to do our work.

Two at least of the officers in D. Coy. are quite temporary gentlemen. They call me The Ghost, (which is a point in favour of their latent imaginations.)



So delighted with all your news of Harold. Didnt I tell you it was A Good Thing. You dont say where Colin is, after having left Hastings.



As I hope I said, I had his letter, but at present Im borrowing note paper, of which a quire is not to be found in the Company.



The forthcoming news should be of intense interest to you.



Here is my lunch; roast beef & baked potatoes! Im hungry!



Ever your W.E.O. x 


To Susan Owen

4th (or 5th) October 1918  In the Field 

Strictly private 

My darling Mother, 

As you must have known both by my silence and from the newspapers which mention this Division  and perhaps by other means & senses  I have been in action for some days.

I can find no word to qualify my experiences except the word SHEER. (Curiously enough I find the papers talk about sheer fighting!)

It passed the limits of my Abhorrence. I lost all my earthly faculties, and fought like an angel.

If I started into detail of our engagement I should disturb the censor and my own Rest.

You will guess what has happened when I say I am now Commanding the Company, and in the line had a boy lance-corporal as my Sergeant-Major.

With this corporal who stuck to me and shadowed me like your prayers captured a German Machine Gun and scores of prisoners.

Ill tell you exactly how another time. I only shot one man with my revolver (at about 30 yards!); The rest I took with a smile. The same thing happened with other parties all along the line we entered.

I have been recommended for the Military Cross; and have recommended every single N.C.O. who was with me!

My nerves are in perfect order.

I came out in order to help these boys  directly by leading them as well as an officer can; indirectly, by watching their sufferings that I may speak of them as well as a pleader can. I have done the first.

Of whose blood lies yet crimson on my shoulder where his head was  and where so lately yours was  I must not now write.

It is all over for a long time. We are marching steadily back.

Moreover The War is nearing an end.

Still, 

Wilfred and more than Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

(8 October 1918)  (2nd Manchester Regt.)



It is 5 oclock this Sunday Evening. You will be sitting at tea. I fear you are without news, and a little wondering...

Y  ou will understand I could not write  when you think of us for days all but surrounded by the enemy. All one day (after the battle) we could not move from a small trench, though hour by hour the wounded were groaning just outside. Three stretcher-bearers who got up were hit, one after one. I had to order no one to show himself after that, but remembering my own duty, and remembering also my forefathers the agile Welshmen of the Mountains I scrambled out myself & felt an exhilaration in baffling the Machine Guns by quick bounds from cover to cover. After the shells we had been through, and the gas, bullets were like the gentle rain from heaven.

My servant was wounded in the first hour of the attack. My new servant has just gone on leave this afternoon, carrying with him some books & binoculars of mine, with instructions to call on you as he passes through Shrewsbury (to Manchester.) This Howarth is a scratch servant not my choice; but I rather hope hell call on you & tell you what he can.

So strange to read your letters again! And so good to hear you are at least trying to keep quite well. Glad you find your Help worth accommodating.

Must now write to hosts of parents of Missing, etc.



Your W.E.O. x 


To Siegfried Sassoon

10  October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt.)



Very dear Siegfried, 

Your letter reached me at the exact moment it was most needed  when we had come far enough out of the line to feel the misery of billets; and I had been seized with writers cramp after malting out my casualty reports. (Im O.C. D Coy).

The Batt. had a sheer time last week. I can find no better epithet: because I cannot say I suffered anything; having let my brain grow dull:

That is to say my nerves are in perfect order.

It is a strange truth: that your Counter-Attack frightened me much more than the real one: though the boy by my side, shot through the head, lay on top of me, soaking my shoulder, for half an hour.

Catalogue? Photograph? Can you photograph the crimson-hot iron as it cools from the smelting? That is what Joness blood looked like, and felt like. My senses are charred.

I shall feel again as soon as I dare, but now I must not. I dont take the cigarette out of my mouth when I write Deceased over their letters.

But one day I will write Deceased over many books.

Im glad Ive been recommended for M.C., & hope I get it, for the confidence it may give me at home. Full of confidence after having taken a few machine guns (with the help of one seraphic lance corporal,) I held a most glorious brief peace talk in a pill box. You would have been en pamoisons.

I found one of your poems in another L. Cpls possession! The Theosophist one it was: containing, let me tell you, the one line I resent.



In bitter safety I awake unfriended.

Please apologise  now.

Yes, there is something you can send me: 2 copies of C. Attack, one inscribed. One is for the Adjutant,  who begged a book of Erskine MacDs Soldier-Poets which I had with me  because I met one of these amalgamations at the Base. And liked him for his immediate subjugation to my principles and your mastery.

But he is now sending me V.A.D. love poems, so he will remain a private in my section of poets.

Was so interested about Prewett.

At the Base I met ORiordan (of the Irish Theatre, & collaborator with Conrad.) A troll of a man; not unlike Robbie for unexpected shocks. It was easy, & as I reflect, inevitable to tell him everything about oneself.

I have nothing to tell you except that Im rather glad my servant was happily wounded: & so away from me. He had lived in London, a Londoner.

While you are apparently given over to wrens, I have found brave companionship in a poppy, behind whose stalk I took cover from five machine-guns and several howitzers.

I  desire no more exposed flanks of any sort for a long time.

Of many who promised to send me literary magazines no one has succeeded, except the Ed. of Today who sent me (by whose request?)

Maiss article & the picture, which I have at last managed to stick to the corrugated iron wall of my Tamboo. For mercys sake send me something to read which may help to neutralize my present stock of literature. I send you the choicest of specimens.



Ever your W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

10 October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt.)

My own Mother, 

I think all your dear letters have now reached me. By Oct. 3, your last, we had got out of the danger zone.

At five in the mng. I led the Company out, by the stars, through an air mysterious with faint gas. Such was our state that when dawn broke some of us were surprised, and for half an hour I had myself thought it was five in the evening! Since then I have been pretty busy with the Company, still in my charge, with 2 junior officers. At three this morning, a big number of lads from Scarborough turned up, several of them outgrown drummers, once my waiters in Clarence Gdns!

Nearly all have come to my Company, & from my company in Scarborough. Luck again! Im in the horrible position of not having enough food for them, as they left their rations some ten miles away!

Some of them look pretty scared already, poor victims. Tonight I must stand before them & promulgate this General Order:

Peace talk in any form is to cease in Fourth Army. All ranks are warned against the disturbing influence of dangerous peace talk. And so on.

It is amusing to think of anyone being upset by a friends arm amputation in hospital...

How would Father like  No, I will spare you.

Father would like to see me on my Charger; or sitting at my Orderly Room Table, where I can inflict Field Punishment! In a few days a senior officer will no doubt turn up from Leave or somewhere.

Am looking out with hungry eyes for your parcel. None of my rich relations consider 20 cigarettes worth my life. Theyll have a murderers curse; if I should curse them. Meanwhile you have a martyrs blessing.  W.E.O.


To Susan Owen

11  October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt.)



Not for circulation as a whole.

Dearest of Mothers, 

No letter from you today, and no parcel. The great concerns which take my time have prevented me from properly thanking you for the many little blessings of your last parcel. The Munchie I ate over a period of several days & nights; and the fact that it was once eaten under a particularly nasty & accurate bombardment  (shells so close that they thoroughly put the wind up a Life Guardsman in the trench with me  so that he shook as the Guards shake on parade) these circumstances, I say, have not taken the good savour from Munchie-munchie.

The New Food served me one night when we lay drenched to the bone, and the awful Cold had begun to paralyse my stomach. I dont like this Food.

On that night both officers & men lay in the mud utterly despondent; but a lance-corporal spread half his blanket (not supposed to be carried) over me, and the warmth came like the rising of the May-day sun. So I was saved from the nearest approach to the excruciation of my First Campaign. That time on the Somme in 1917 was so infinitely worse than this for cold, privation, and fatigue that nothing daunts me now.

The Sergeant, now acting my Coy. Sgt. Major, was a corporal with me in the first dug-out where the Sentry was blinded, you remember.

He remembers it...

I still command D. Coy, and have now four junior officers.

It is delightful to have the Scarborough Drums to fill the Vacant Ranks. Censoring letters today I came across this: Do you know that little officer called Owen who was at Scarborough; he is commanding my Company, and he is a toff I can tell you. No na-poo. Compree?

Interpreted: a fine fellow, no nonsense about him!

I record this because it is more pleasing than military medals with many bars.

Returning to the unpacking of my parcels: cigarettes: arrived just in time: sweets & (good) chocolate always welcome.

You see I live between the extremes of gross materialism  feeding savagely & sleeping doggishly  and of high spirituality  suffering & sacrificing.



Wilfred 

Next day Together with your last letter came one from S. Moncrieff, now in France supervising or piloting Beach Thomas and Philip Gibbs.

He hopes to motor over to see me some day. His letter told me the very sad news of Robert Ross; and also of P. Bainbrigge of Shrewsbury School, my friend of Scarborough; killed.

I am glad you are finding courage to speak. In a previous letter you said you kept quiet. I was not proud of that. The 4th Army General has had to issue an Order:

Peace Talk must cease in the Fourth Army.

From another Letter to Scarboro  Mr. Owen is my Coy. Commander, and his such a desent chap.


To Susan Owen

15 October (1918)  (2nd Manchester Regt.)

Dearest Mother, 

No change of situation, except that I now live in a tent, & a change of weather has made the place more miserable. On the night when the news was officially sent us of the German Acceptance we spent a merry enough night; I even discovered I could sing. We still hope something may be concluded by the Mixed Commission before we go into the line again. By we, I mean every officer & man left, of the legions who have suffered and are dust.

I am not depressed even by Bottomleys NO! NO! NO!.

It has had the effect of turning the whole army against its John Bull at last. My heart has been warmed by the curses I have heard levelled at the Daily Mail.

Robbie Rosss death is more affecting to me, almost, than many of the deaths that took place at my side. Thank you so much for the paragraph from the Times. It was marvellously true of him, and kind, considering the Times was never his friend.

A Senior Lieutenant has turned up from Leave so I am now only Second in Command of D. Coy. He has returned from his first visit to London utterly disgusted with Englands indifference to the real meaning of the war as we understand it.

The Parcel came all right; my only grouse is that it was too big.

Suppose it had reached me nearer the line I should have had to dump most of it: as every ounce tells on the back after the tenth muddy mile and the fourth sleepless night.

Please note, once more, that I dont want old, shrunk, darned socks.

No use at all. I must have new ones if my feet are to remain beautiful on the mountains of victory. Nothing now lacks  but in, say, a weeks time, you might send only (1 small writing pad.

(1 small Toilet Paraffin.

(2 Munchies.

We have had cigarettes from Capt. Somervilles parcels. His wound in the thigh has got him to Bristol now. Only Lt. Gregg died of wounds. I had known him in Scarborough. He had been very fond of his wife, and proud of his little daughter.

I suppose the child will be told she should be proud of Daddie, now.

I dont like the new Coy. Officers.

I have sent one of my corporals away for a Commission: such was my august pleasure.

I would, if I could, send many of these officers away (to a secondary school) to train for corporals.

I await Colins fate with great hope. Thank you for passing on news to Harold.

... Numbers have really bad chests from gas; but it is their own fault. They would not put on their masks, when I did. My health is perfect.

Later Your letters of Oct. 10th & 11th & Marys have just come.

Marys hopes for Peace Next Summer are sanguine, not to say sanguinary. Next Summer! When Christmas is the Limit of our Extreme Patience! Time gets marvellously lengthened out between the first rustle of a shell coming down & the VRACH! It seems, when at night a plane over you shuts off its engines for a moment in order to drop a bomb, hours.

I have just been given this enclosed Cutting. The 4 p m. was timed on my wrist-watch! I hope Pte. Howarth will have told you all he can. My letters are written under such disjointed circumstances that they must read disjointedly. Admire at least my soldierly braggadoccio to Father.



Ever Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Sat. 19 October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt.)

My dearest Mother, 

We left the Corrugated Iron & Red Tent Billet in a hurry early yesterday morning. For future Reference I will call this the False Floor Dug Out. It goes down some 50 ft. but the Bosche has covered it in at a depth of 5 ft.  no doubt because he was having so many prisoners taken from the tunnels. I need not say these are not yet The Trenches.

We have the Times of Thursday, and the strange news makes us feel that the Rumble on the horizon may cease any hour. Im listening now, but it still goes on, a gigantic carpet-beating.

I wonder has my servant called on you, or has he sent the Binoculars.

In the hurry of our departure yesterday, I left behind my Boracic Powder & Perm, of Potash! Please include small quantities, with writing pad & Mixed Fruit & Nut! It is now six weeks since I saw a shop, or decent habitation.

Thank you indeed for the Punch. Parts were very good; though much was dastardly. Would you please send me the next New Statesman?  around a letter.

Im afraid I leave many things in your letters unanswered.

All that I might say to Mary & Colin & Father (& you)  if I had a fair table to write on,  or even if there were not so many dead horses corrupting the wind  you must imagine for me.

Ever your own Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

20 October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt)

Dearest Mother, 

After a very heavy march on which I had the painful duty of collecting & goading along the stragglers, we have come upon the vestiges of civilization again: civilians, just liberated, still continue here. It is just like March 1917. We have a fairly good billet, but may move any hour.

We have only been in hours. After a 7 hours march, (without food on the way), I fed, and revived, & questioned civilians,  instead of writing a longer letter than this is to be.

Please send Colins address so that I can write direct to Hastings.

About a week ago, a letter of 2 Lt. Foulkes was opened and examined by the Base Censor. If any of mine have received his attentions, tell me.

So little of interest I may tell you and so ill I tell it, all letters are Private.

Did I tell you S. Moncrieff is now with B. Thomas? Siegfried is thinking of Parliament (a Labour Seat!) A Daily News round your letter would be very welcome.

You write just seldom enough to avoid 3 letters coming together, & just often enough to keep me serene. I am conscious of your prayers.

Please say more about your own restoration to health. Though I have read the opening chapters of Little Dorrit (& carefully enough to remember them after marching umpteen miles) still I say Will is the best medicine.

 

Ever Wilfred 


To Susan Owen

Tues. Mng., 22 October 1918 (Same kitchen) (2nd Manchester Regt.)

Dearest Mother, 

Your last letter before going to Alpenrose, & the one from Alpenrose and the parcel reached me together yesterday. Two days ago I was thinking a great deal of your Restoration to health, and even managed to mention it, I believe! This is fine news of your visit to Dr. Armitage.

Let nothing waver you from your treatment, however incommodious to other people (or yourself.) How happily I think of you always in bed.

About the end of November you will start to move about your room.

Your room must be arranged. All my Articles of Vertue which you like are to represent me there. My Jacobean Chest; (why not?) my carpets; my tall candlesticks; my pictures; my tables; have them all in.

About Christmas you will start the hardening processes. You will lengthen your walks and your paces. You will grow keen with the keenness of frost and cold, blue sunlight. So you will be ready, early in February, for my Leave. We will walk to Haughmond, and while you are resting on the top, I will run round the Wrekin and back, to warm my feet.

For even were Prussianism removed from London & Berlin and Peace happened before Christmas, I should not get home before January or February.

We move from here in a few hours, not for the front. Communication is frightfully difficult with the Base. It passes my wits how letters arrive so soon! Now the rain has begun, the roads are increasingly baffling: and though my letters cease for a week or more you must not conclude I am in the fighting zone. It is unlikely for a considerable time, time even for the British Government & its accomplices to save their Nations.



W.E.O. x 

P.S. Thank you for everything in parcel, except socks which I had spared & exempted as unfit last August.


To Leslie Gunston

25 October 1918  2nd Manchester Regt., France.

Dear Leslie,

I rejoice with you over your success with the Nation. Certainly that Roundel meant more to me than all the Nymph poems put together.

Now you are recognized by Massingham, Sassoon will want to see your work: Ill tell him. He wrote to me on the 16th a letter which I got yesterday, telling how he was with dear Robbie Ross on the evening before our inestimable friend suddenly died. Siegfried mentions that A. Bennett offered him a job under Beaverbrook, but that S.S. wrote to Beavers Pte. Sec. saying he had no qualifications for War Propaganda except that he had been wounded in the head: that repartee deserves eternal fame.

You must not imagine when you hear we are resting that we lie in bed smoking. We work or are on duty always. And last night my dreams were troubled by fairly close shelling. I believe only civilians in the village were killed (Thank God). In this house where I stay five healthy girls died of fright when our guns shelled the place last fortnight. You & I have always been open with each other: and therefore I must say that I feel sorry that you are neither in the flesh with us nor in the spirit against War.

There are two French girls in my billet, daughters of the Mayor, who (I suppose because of my French) single me for their joyful gratitude for La Deliverance. Naturally I talk to them a good deal; so much so that the jealousy of other officers resulted in a Subalterns Court Martial being held on me! The dramatic irony was too killing, considering certain other things, not possible to tell in a letter.

Until last night though I have been reading Swinburne, I had begun to forget what a kiss was.

I have found in all these villages no evidence of German atrocities.

The girls here were treated with perfect respect. All the material ruin has been wrought by our guns. Do you still shake your befoozled head over the Daily Mail & the Times?

Love W.E.O.

P.S. I shall be glad of any literary literature.


To Susan Owen

29 October 1918  (2nd Manchester Regt.)

Dearest Mother, 

Through so much marching I have not been able to write for a day or two. I dont want to send Field Cards in case you suppose they mean in the Line. In future, however, a F. Card will be no proof that I am actually there.

Last night I slept in a cottage, but in an hour or two we move on: not to fight.

Your last letters were the two with the Permang: & the Boric. Many many thanks for sending this so quickly.

Yesterday evening I hear the post corporal fell into a river; I understand the letters are all right; but havent got any yet.

Howarth came back a day or two ago, but I did not take him back to me. My present one is Pte. Roberts, whom I knew in Scarborough.

The civilians here are a wretched, dirty crawling community, afraid of us, some of them, and no wonder after the shelling we gave them 3 weeks go.

Did I tell you that five healthy girls died of fright in one night at the last village. The people in England and France who thwarted a peaceable retirement of the enemy from these areas are therefore now sacrificing aged French peasants and charming French children to our guns. Shells made by women in Birmingham are at this moment burying little children alive not very far from here.



It is rumoured that Austria has really surrendered. The new soldiers cheer when they hear these rumours, but the old ones bite their pipes, and go on cleaning their rifles, unbelieving.



A little gleam of good news I discovered in your note which said already you felt rested by being in bed.

I wonder what your diet is?

For my next parcel, will Mary please get:

(1 small bottle Tatcho (1, Oatine (1 pair cork boot-socks, size 6.

(20 Players.

(Chocolate.

There is a pair of breeches too narrow in the knees left in a drawer.

Would Father get the Tailor who made my last pair to enlarge the knees? & dispatch to me? I will send a cheque soon.

Thank Father very much for his last letter.

The cutting from the News, & especially Gardiners article was appreciated by us all.

Siegfried sent me a little book which he had in France. Offered a job in War Propaganda under Beaverbrook he wrote to Bs private sec. saying he had no qualifications for such work, except that he had been wounded in the head.

So glad you liked Tolstoy.

All my dearest love, my darling Mother.  



W.E.O.


The Last Letter
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Maison Forestière  where Owen wrote his final letter to his mother


To Susan Owen

Thurs. 31 October (1918) 6.15p m.  (2nd Manchester Regt.)

Dearest Mother, 

I will call the place from which Im now writing The Smoky Cellar of the Foresters House. I write on the first sheet of the writing pad which came in the parcel yesterday. Luckily the parcel was small, as it reached me just before we moved off to the line. Thus only the paraffin was unwelcome in my pack. My servant & I ate the chocolate in the cold middle of last night, crouched under a draughty Tamboo, roofed with planks. I husband the Malted Milk for tonight, & tomorrow night.

The handkerchief & socks are most opportune, as the ground is marshy, & I have a slight cold!

So thick is the smoke in this cellar that I can hardly see by a candle 12  ins. away, and so thick are the inmates that I can hardly write for pokes, nudges & jolts. On my left the Coy. Commander snores on a bench: other officers repose on wire beds behind me. At my right hand, Kellett, a delightful servant of A Coy. in The Old Days radiates joy & contentment from pink cheeks and baby eyes. He laughs with a signaller, to whose left ear is glued the Receiver; but whose eyes rolling with gaiety show that he is listening with his right ear to a merry corporal, who appears at this distance away (some three feet) nothing (but) a gleam of white teeth & a wheeze of jokes.

Splashing my hand, an old soldier with a walrus moustache peels & drops potatoes into the pot. By him, Keyes, my cook, chops wood; another feeds the smoke with the damp wood.

It is a great life. I am more oblivious than alas! yourself, dear Mother, of the ghastly glimmering of the guns outside, & the hollow crashing of the shells.

There is no danger down here, or if any, it will be well over before you read these lines.

I hope you are as warm as I am; as serene in your room as I am here; and that you think of me never in bed as resignedly as I think of you always in bed. Of this I am certain you could not be visited by a band of friends half so fine as surround me here.



Ever Wilfred x 
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Ors Communal Cemetery, northern France  Owens final resting place
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Owens grave (centre) in the communal cemetery
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