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  This selection of Wilfred Owen’s war poems is being published partly to provide an ideal edition of the poems for schools, who essentially read the war poems and need a short, thorough edition. It contains a new introduction by Jon Stallworthy, which is aimed at a general audience, but will be thorough and academic enough to work for schools as well. Constable have a similar edition planned, but Chatto’s will be out first, and contains copyright material unavailable to other editions.
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  INTRODUCTION


  Orpheus, the pagan saint of poets, went through hell and came back singing. In twentieth-century mythology, the singer wears a steel helmet and makes his descent ‘down some profound dull tunnel’ in the stinking mud of the Western Front. For most readers of English poetry, the face under the helmet is that of Wilfred Owen.


  EARLY YEARS


  Wilfred Edward Salter Owen was born in Oswestry on 18 March 1893. His parents were then living in a spacious and comfortable house owned by his grandfather, Edward Shaw. At his death two years later, this former mayor of the city was found to be almost bankrupt, and Tom Owen was obliged to move with his wife and son to lodgings in the back streets of Birkenhead. They carried with them vivid memories of their vanished prosperity, and Susan Owen resolved that her adored son should in time restore the family to its rightful gentility. She was a devout Evangelical Christian and, under her strong influence, Wilfred grew into a serious and slightly priggish boy. He started school at seven, and two or three years later discovered his vocation during an idyllic Cheshire holiday with his mother (who had left her other children, Mary, Harold and Colin, with their father): ‘At Broxton, by the Hill’, he wrote, ‘was born … my poethood.’


  Early in 1907, the family moved to Shrewsbury where Tom Owen had been appointed Assistant Superintendent of the Joint Railways. Wilfred went to the Shrewsbury Technical School and worked hard and successfully, especially at botany and English literature. His interest in poetry (particularly that of Keats) was growing, but still exceeded by his preoccupation with religion. Every day he read a passage from the Bible appointed by the Scripture Union, with the aid of its notes, and sometimes on Sundays would rearrange his parents’ sitting-room to represent a church. Then, wearing a linen surplice and cardboard mitre made by his mother, he would summon the family to an evening service complete with sermon.


  He was also developing outdoor interests. With his cousins Vera and Leslie Gunston, he formed an Astronomical, Geological and Botanical Society (of three members). As his enthusiasm for botany had led him to the study of geology, so this in turn led him to archaeology and, in 1909, he made the first of many expeditions to the site of the Roman city of Uriconium at Wroxeter, east of Shrewsbury. He left school in 1911, eager to go to university, and passed the University of London matriculation exam, though not with the first-class honours necessary to win him the scholarship he needed. Disappointed, he accepted the offer of an unpaid position as lay assistant to the Rev. Herbert Wigan, Vicar of Dunsden, a village outside Reading. In return for help with his parish duties, Wigan was to give him free board and lodging and some tuition to prepare him for the university entrance exam. The arrangement was not a success. Wigan had no interest in literature, and Owen soon lost interest in theology, the only topic offered for tuition. Over the coming months, however, he attended botany classes at University College, Reading, and was encouraged both in his writing and in his literary studies by the Head of the English department. Meanwhile, influenced by his reading of Shelley, atheist and revolutionary (whom he was happy to learn had lived nearby), as well as the Gospels, he gave practical help to the poor of the parish. His letters home show the first signs of the compassion that would characterize his poems from the Western Front:


  I am increasingly liberalizing my thought, spite of the Vicar’s 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 … From what I hear straight from the tight-pursed lips of wolfish ploughmen in their cottages, I might say there is material 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 heavy 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.


  The Vicar had been praying for a religious revival in the parish and, early in 1913, it arrived like a spring tide, sweeping converts into church – but leaving Owen stranded on the recognition that literature meant more to him than evangelical religion. He had to explain this to the Vicar, who was strongly disapproving both of his assistant’s altered priorities and of his warm (but probably innocuous) friendship with one of the village boys. Owen’s letters to his mother record a developing crisis:


  Escape from this hotbed of religion I now long for more than I could ever have conceived a year and three months ago …


  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 lightening, if I go at all.


  Go he did, in February 1913, on the verge of a nervous breakdown and with congestion of the lungs that kept him in bed for more than a month. In July he sat a scholarship exam for University College, Reading, but failed, and in mid-September crossed the Channel to take up a part-time post teaching English at the Berlitz School in Bordeaux. Over the next two years, he grew to love France, its language and its literature, and had reached perhaps the highest point of happiness that life would offer him, tutoring an eleven-year-old French girl in her parents’ Pyrenean villa, when, on 4 August 1914, Germany invaded Belgium and war was declared.


  EARLY INFLUENCES AND POEMS


  The earliest and probably the most important literary influence on Wilfred Owen (as on so many other writers in English) was the Bible. This he would have heard read aloud before he could read it for himself: reading it then under his mother’s direction, and that of the Scripture Union notes, he acquired the habit of ‘close reading’ that would stand him in good stead when he came to literary texts. The fact that he ascribed the birth of his ‘poethood’ to his Broxton holiday of 1903 or 1904 suggests that he was there introduced to poetry. If so, it was almost certainly Keats’s poetry, clearly audible behind his own first attempts at writing verse. The earliest of these to survive was probably ‘To Poesy’1 (an ironical beginning for a poet whose most famous manifesto would declare: ‘Above all I am not concerned with Poetry’). This bears a marked resemblance to Keats’s ‘The Fall of Hyperion’, as other of Owen’s adolescent poems would acknowledge in their titles and confirm in their texts a debt to the older poet: ‘Before reading a Biography of Keats for the first time’ (‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’), ‘Sonnet Written at Teignmouth, on a pilgrimage to Keats’s house’ (‘Sonnet Written in the Cottage where Burns was Born’), and ‘On seeing a Lock of Keats’ Hair’ (‘On Seeing a Lock of Milton’s Hair’).


  Influenced perhaps by Keats’s dictum that ‘A long poem is a test of Invention, which I take to be the polar star of poetry, as Fancy is the sails, and Imagination the rudder’, Owen at Dunsden produced a verse rendering of Hans Andersen’s fairy tale ‘The Little Mermaid’. His mother would have approved of this particular tale: a romantic story of sacrificial love and acute bodily suffering nobly borne, it offered scope for those painterly descriptions of physical beauty that he so enjoyed. A mermaid heroine would have appealed to an admirer of Keats’s ‘Lamia’, and he chose the eight-line stanza of ‘Isabella’. The texture of the verse is markedly Keatsian and moves with ease and assurance through its seventy-seven stanzas. One, describing the approach of a storm, contains an image and an onomatopoeic use of language that anticipates the later poems from the Western Front:


  It is late. Starry lamps and fierce fusees


  Fade out. The stunning guns are dumb. All ears


  Hark to a grumbling in the heart of the seas.


  If Keats was the first object of Owen’s lifelong tendency to hero-worship, Shelley was the second. In January 1912 he wrote of ‘Shelley, the brightest genius of his time’, and Shelley’s long poem, The Revolt of Islam, may well have awakened Owen’s political awareness with its ardent defence of freedom in the face of oppression. Later in 1912, he attended the double funeral of a Dunsden mother and her four-year-old daughter, and responded to that village tragedy with a poem in which his compassion for victims makes itself heard for the first time:


  Deep under turfy grass and heavy clay


  They laid her bruisèd body and the child.


  Poor victims of a swift mischance were they,


  Adown Death’s trapdoor suddenly beguiled.


  Owen gazes into their open grave with something of the same awed fascination that prompted a more ambitious poem some months later. ‘Uriconium/An Ode’ is, in an important sense, his first ‘war poem’. Contemplating the excavated ruins of the Roman city which, with its inhabitants (his guidebook told him), ‘perished by fire and sword’, the twenty-year-old poet warms to his subject:


  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 potter’s 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 …


  Owen’s compassionate awareness of the victims’ bodies – so prominent a feature of his later and greater poems – enables him to feel those


  Plasters with Roman finger-marks impressed;


  Bracelets, that from the warm Italian arm


  Might seem to be scarce cold;


  and it sharpens his perceptions of the weapons that killed them – ‘spears … unblunted yet’.


  In this poem, Owen set himself


  To lift the gloomy curtain of Time Past


  And spy the secret things that Hades hath,


  and other of his early writings reveal a similar fascination with gloom, darkness, and ‘secret things’. Telling his mother, for example, of the sequel to a ‘violent side-slip’ on his bicycle, he wrote: ‘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.’ Dr Hibberd suggests that it may have been the Rev. Wigan who, shortly before Owen’s departure from Dunsden, drew his attention to the Epistle of St Jude, a thunderous denunciation of ‘certain men crept in unawares’ among the faithful, ‘filthy dreamers’ who corrupt the Church, ‘Raging waves of the sea, foaming out their own shame; wandering stars, to whom is reserved the blackness of darkness for ever’. This text, conflated with the last stanza of Shelley’s ‘Adonais’, would find its way into a poem of Owen’s, ‘O World of Many Worlds’, In this, the speaker desires


  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 there are worn.


  The poem has many flaws but, as Dr Hibberd says, it ‘represents a very important stage in Owen’s development. In defiance of the Bible and the Church, darkness is now welcomed as the environment proper to a poet.’ The ‘track reserved’ for his poetic endeavour is that of a lonely meteor ‘Warning the earth’. His prophecy would be fulfilled when, in 1918, drafting a Preface for the book of poems he would never see, he wrote: ‘All a poet can do today is warn.’


  LATER YEARS


  Owen’s response to the outbreak of war was surprising and clearly influenced by his conversations with a portly fifty-nine-year-old French aesthete, duellist and poet, Laurent Tailhade, whom he had just met. He wrote to his mother at the end of August 1914:


  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.


  A month later, he had rediscovered the compassion he had shown for the poor at Dunsden, the concern for victims’ bodies shown in ‘Uriconium’. Following a visit to a hospital for the wounded, he wrote to his brother, Harold:


  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 …


  Owen’s new hero, Tailhade, had written two pacifist pamphlets, but was also a duellist and by the end of 1914 had joined the French Army. Over the next year, Owen’s thinking showed similar conflicts and confusion. He considered following Tailhade’s example and joining the French Army; then contemplated applying for a Commission in the (British) Artists’ Rifles; then thought he would ‘like to join the Italian Cavalry; for reasons both aesthetic and poetical’. His delayed decision indicates an understandable reluctance to go to war, but at no point do his letters speak of any principled aversion to fighting. ‘Do you know what would hold me together on a battlefield?’ he asked his mother. ‘The sense that I was perpetuating the language in which Keats and the rest of them wrote!’ Finally, returning to England with two of the boys he had been tutoring in Mérignac, near Bordeaux, he said goodbye to his family and, on 21 October 1915, enlisted in the Artists’ Rifles.


  For the next seven and a half months he was in training, mainly at Hare Hall Camp in Essex. There were two brief but important interludes in London, spent largely at the Poetry Bookshop in Devonshire Street. Its proprietor, Harold Monro, himself a poet and editor of The Poetry Review, read his poems and gave him encouraging advice. On 4 June, Owen was commissioned into the Manchester Regiment and underwent further training with its 5th (Reserve) Battalion in various parts of England. He spent Christmas at home on embarkation leave before crossing to France on 29 December and, in the second week of January 1917 (one of the coldest on record), he led his platoon into the battle of the Somme. As he wrote to his mother of one episode:


  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 shouldn’t.


  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 o’clock, 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 Man’s Land to visit my other post. It took me half an hour to move about 150 yards.


  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 don’t 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.


  In the middle of March, Owen fell through a shell-hole into a cellar and was trapped there for three days with only a candle for company. This experience, compounded with the sickness (probably the result of concussion) that followed his escape, no doubt contributed to the dark images of an Underworld in many of his later poems. After a fortnight in a clean hospital bed, he rejoined his Battalion and was involved in fierce fighting; at one point being blown out of the trench in which he was taking cover from an artillery bombardment that had already dismembered a brother officer in a neighbouring trench. Owen escaped unscathed, but these experiences had taken their toll and, on 1 May, he was seen by his Commanding Officer to be behaving strangely. He was probably told to pull himself together (he seems to have sensed an imputation of cowardice) and report to the Battalion Medical Officer, who found him to be shaky and tremulous and his memory confused. In due course, he was diagnosed as suffering from neurasthenia (shell-shock) and invalided back, first to England, then to Craiglockhart War Hospital on the outskirts of Edinburgh.


  What many may have perceived as a misfortune was to prove one of the most fortunate events of Owen’s short life. He was put under the care of Captain Arthur Brock RAMC, a perceptive doctor, who believed shell-shock to result from broken contact with real life, and sought to re-establish that vital connexion by means of ‘work-cure’ (or, as he termed it, ‘ergotherapy’). He set Owen to write a long poem on Antaeus, son of Earth (in Greek mythology), who was invincible so long as he kept contact with the ground, but was out-wrestled by Hercules who lifted him into the air (‘The Wrestlers’). At his doctor’s suggestion, Owen joined the Field Club Brock had started, and gave its members a lecture on ‘Do Plants Think?’ He contributed to – and soon became editor of – the hospital magazine, The Hydra, which would shortly print two of his poems and four by Siegfried Sassoon.


  By July 1917, when he arrived at Craiglockhart, Sassoon had the beginnings of a reputation as a poet, as an infantry officer of exceptional courage (recognized by the award of the Military Cross), and as the author of an ‘open letter’ to his Commanding Officer protesting at the prolongation of the war ‘by those who have the power to end it’. This received an airing in the press and the House of Commons, but the War Office effectively smothered his protest by quickly convening a Medical Board that found him in need of medical attention and sent him to Craiglockhart. His book, The Old Huntsman and Other Poems, had just been published. Its ‘trench sketches’ had an overwhelming effect on Owen, who told his mother: ‘Shakespeare reads vapid after these.’ He introduced himself, and so began one of the most productive of literary friendships. The older poet’s advice and encouragement, showing the younger how to channel memories of battle – recurring in obsessive nightmares that were a symptom of shell-shock – into poems, complemented Dr Brock’s work-cure. Owen’s confidence grew, his health returned, and in October a Medical Board decided he was fit for light duties. On 3 November, he had a last supper with Sassoon and took the midnight train to London and the start of three weeks’ leave. Sassoon, who had already introduced him to Robert Graves, had also given him an introduction to Robert Ross, who in turn introduced him to some of his literary friends: the novelists Arnold Bennett and H. G. Wells and a number of less well-known figures, several of whom were homosexual, as were Ross and Sassoon themselves. It is clear from Owen’s writings that he shared their sexual orientation; but it is debatable whether he ever entered into a physical relationship that, if detected, could have resulted in a prison sentence like that imposed on Oscar Wilde, a relationship that would have horrified his mother, whose good opinion he valued above all others. There
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