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By Keith Hale

At the onset of the Great War, Wilfred Owen was in no hurry to enlist. He was teaching English and French at the Berlitz school in Bordeaux and had met the French poet Laurent Tailhade, who liked him well enough that the two continued a correspondence after Owen, upon first considering joining the French army but deciding to return home, enlisted in the Artists Rifles Officers’ Training Corp on 21 October 1915. Within a year, he was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Manchester Regiment.

Many young men of Owen’s generation were eagerly enlisting, seeing it as a chance for adventure with their former school friends, some of whom many had enjoyed romantic attachments. One such case was Rupert Brooke, who transferred out of his first battalion because “there was no one to whom he could possibly talk” (Georgian 120). Brooke’s friend Edward Marsh, who was Winston Churchill’s personal secretary, pulled the strings necessary for Brooke to be transferred to a unit containing several of his friends, after which Brooke wrote to the actress Cathleen Nesbitt, “I’m rather happy, really, in this new battalion.” He went on to give a description of each soldier in his unit, ending with, “there’s a very charming and beautiful American youth, infinitely industrious and simple beyond belief (5 Dec. 1914). While Owen may not have shared entirely Brooke’s particular motivation for joining up, even more-so than Brooke, he came to appreciate their beauty, and that appreciation became the power of his poetry.

Paul Fussell says the mood of English young before the war was probably reflected well in their popular injunction, “Only connect,” taken from the title page of E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End. Fussell writes, “To become enthusiastic about connecting it is first necessary to perceive things as regrettably disjoined if not actively opposed and polarized” (106). The war, for many young men of this disconnected generation, provided a suitable
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means of connecting. H.G. Wells wrote in the 4 August 1914 issue of The Times, “Nobody wants to be a non-combatant in a war of this sort” (qtd. in Hynes 21). A month later, in an article titled “The Most Splendid Fighting in the World,” which appeared in the 9 September 1914 edition of the Daily Chronicle, Wells wrote: “But indeed this is the heroic age, suddenly come again (20). The image of brothers-in-arms was so appealing during these days that it was used not only to sell the war but also to sell products such as Mitchell’s Golden Dawn Cigarettes. 

Posters exhorted young men to “Fall In” and “Step Into Your Place,” and implored civilians to “Back Him Up,” with posters putting the emphasis as much on the boys in khaki (and sometimes blowing a bugle) as on country—fully realizing they were appealing to a nation which to a large degree subscribed to the Renaissance dictum that truth equals beauty, and beauty, truth. “Why Aren’t YOU in Khaki?” another poster asked. One poster simply had a soldier motioning “Come hither” with his forefinger with the text reading: “An Appeal to You.”

Later, during the war, Owen, given the chance to go home, would choose to stay at the front to watch the men die, not out of patriotic duty but because being with the young, beautiful, bleeding men and trying to watch over them was the most moving thing he had experienced; the pity was his poetry, and it is not stretching any truth to say that he died because of his love for the young men in the trenches under his care.
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There was something of classicism in this war. Warriors were more than individuals; they were idealized archetypes of the English experience—an idea that found its way into the classically-based war art of C.R.W. Nevinson and others. Owen, in his poetry, turned them into Christ.

Once the war was underway, many civilians felt justified in criticizing the peace that had preceded it. In the preface to Galloway Kyle’s anthology, Soldier Poets: Songs of the Fighting Men, published in 1916, is written: “The soldier poets leave the maudlin and the mock-heroic, the gruesome and fearful handling of Death...to the neurotic civilian who stayed behind to gloat on imagind horrors (qtd. In Silkin 70). The same sentiment is found in T. Sturge Moore’s Some Soldier Poets published in 1919: “That so-called peace which preceded the war must have created the exultant relief to have done with it which [Julien Grenfell] felt. And we know he was right, we know its foul shame, we know how unworthy it was of the name we so fondly gave it. Peace indeed!” (16).

Writers supporting the war included were hardly limited to H.G. Wells and Rupert Brooke. The Nash brothers, David Jones, Stanley Spencer, Ivor Gurney, Robert Graves, T.E. Hulme, and Henri Gaudier-Brzeska all signed up within the first month of fighting (Hynes 65). Even Siegfried Sassoon was writing patriotic war poems at the time, some written after Brooke’s famous sonnets. Robert Graves claimed that Sassoon, before going to the trenches, told him that “war should not be written about in a realistic way” and showed him his romanticized war poem, “To Victory” (Graves, Good-bye 154-55). It should be noted that Sassoon disputed many of the accounts in Graves’ book, but in any case, Sassoon did write the poem.

Others—primarily older men—wrote statements supporting the war. Fifty writers, including four women, issued an “Author’s Declaration,” published in both The Times and The New York Times, which read in part: “the undersigned feel bound to support the cause of the Allies with all their strength, with a full conviction of its righteousness, and with a deep sense of its vital import to the future of the world.” The list of signatures included Thomas Hardy, Wells, and A.C. Benson. In addition, none other than A.E. Housman, whose A Shropshire Lad was the most popular book of poetry for many of the lads going to fight, donated his entire private savings to the war effort (Chainey 197). Samuel Hynes says:

Before long, most English writers and artists were involved in one way or another in the war... [and] were also quick to support the war as writers. The first ‘war poem’, Henry Newbolt’s ‘The Vigil’, appeared in The Times on the morning of August 5.... From that day on, there were almost daily war poems in The Times.... No other war in England’s history had been defined and defended so quickly, and by writers of such stature” (25-27)

Across the channel, other writers also were supporting involvement in the war. Both Charles Péguy (1873-1914) and Ernest Psichari (1883-1914), for instance, believed the war would revitalize France. Just before Rupert Brooke wrote his patriotic sonnets, he received word of Péguy’s death at the Battle of the Marne.

The homoerotic element in British war poetry has been much discussed in books such as Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory (1975), John Lehmann’s The English Poets of the First World War (1982), Peter Parker’s The Old Lie: The Great War and the Public-School Ethos (1987), Cecil Degrotte Eby’s The Road to Armageddon (1987), Samuel Hynes A War Imagined (1991), and Adrian Caesar’s Taking It Like a Man: Suffering, Sexuality and the War Poets (1993). There has even been an anthology: Lads: Love Poetry of the Trenches, edited by Martin Taylor (1989).

To recap some of the more interesting points, beginning with Lehmann:

...deep feelings developed between fighting men.... This was not confined to poets such as Owen and Sassoon who did not attempt to conceal their feelings in what they wrote, and who in any case had strong homosexual impulses; it also appears in the work of poets such as Nichols, Blunden and Robert Graves.... Such a mood often develops under conditions where young males are thrown together for long periods, but the peculiar conditions of front-line warfare, when danger of death and mutilation are ever present, inevitably intensified camaraderie into something deeper and more emotional: the beautiful young man dying in the arms of his fellow soldier or officer could hardly fail to arouse feelings very close to love. (10)

Robert Graves wrote of the relationship between the soldiers and their officers, “Do you know how a platoon of men will absolutely worship a good-looking gallant young officer? If he is a bit shy of them and decent to them they get a crush on him (Still 245). The homoeroticism of the war among the British forces is described in detail in Fussells’ forty-page chapter titled “Soldier Boys” in The Great War and Modern Memory. Fussell examines the relationship between sex and war, quoting James Jones’s The Thin Red Line: “Could it be that all war was basically sexual?... A sort of sexual perversion?” (271).

Fussell notes that many English soldiers, including C.E. Carrington and Sassoon, seemed especially attracted to blonds, dead or alive: “During the war those who found beauty even in German corpses tended to find it in blond ones.... The equation of blondness with special beauty and value helps explain the frantic popularity of Rupert Brooke” (276). Carrington recalls “a tall, pale, plump, blond, young Teuton of my own age or a little more. He lay as he had fallen... His grey eyes were open, and his mouth showed strong white teeth. I looked on him and loved him” (qtd. in Fussell 276).

Thomas Pyncon, in Gravity’s Rainbow, compares the soldiers of the first and second world wars, noting that, “In the trenches of the First World War, English men came to love one another decently, without shame or make-belive, under the easy likelihoods of their sudden deaths” (qtd. in Fussell 277).

Fussell notes that the soldiers had been brought up on the “tradition in Victorian homosexuality and homoeroticism that soldiers are especially attractive” and uses the poetry of Whitman, Hopkins, and Housman as examples (279-81). He quotes Robert Nichols as saying that just before the war, “in every pocket” was A Shropshire Lad (282), and quotes Roy Fuller: “Housman himself believed that the start of [the book’s popularity] was the outbreak of the First World War, and doubtless he was right, for the book was on the spot (as was Rupert Brooke) to take advantage of” 1914 (282). Housman was in the position “to take advantage of” 1914 because, as W.H. Auden noted, no poet so perfectly expressed “the sensibility of the male adolescent.” Peter Parker says, “the cult of youth, death, and the Classics, of which Housman’s poems were representative, flourished in the trenches” (222), and Fussell also mentions that one of the more popular headstone inscriptions—“If love could have saved him, he would not have died”—was a paraphrase of Housman’s “If trut in hearts that perish / Could move the powers on high, / I think the love I bear you / Should make you not to die” (282). Perhaps Housman’s greatest contribution to the war, in Fussell’s mind, “was the word lad, to which his poems had given the meaning ‘a beautiful brave doomed boy.’ It is the word of choice for virtually all the soldiers, and especially poets like Owen, Sasson, and Wilfrid Gibson, when referring to a beloved comrade (282-83).

Fussell goes on to discuss the prevalence of Uranian—i.e., boy-love—poetry during this period—a subject explored at length in Timothy d’Arch Smith’s Love in Earnest. Smith muses that “Neither before nor after these years [1858-1930] do boy-lovers, whenever their hearts were stirred by a pretty face, seem with such inspiration to have reached for their pens” (1). But Peter Parker believes “romantic friendship” novels (Tim, The Hill, and David Blaize were three of the most popular) were a more prevalent influence. These novels were generally set in an English public school, and they had become extremely popular in the years before the war. Horace A. Vachell’s The Hill, which glorified schoolboy romance and patriotic sacrifice, was especially popular. Sadly, Vachell’s only son was among the
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