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for Kyeong-Soo


 



First one, then both sides of the meridian line:

my heart in the east, my west hand writing this.
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1 LAURELS AND DONKEYS
















Setting the Scene





Before I come to the trenches, let me tell you the village

is a ruin and the church spire a stump; every single house

has been devastated by shell-bursts and machine gun fire.




I saw a hare advance down the main street a moment ago,

then pause with the sun shining bright red through his ears.


















Laurels and Donkeys





Afterwards, when everyone who suddenly burst out singing

has stopped again, Siegfried Sassoon settles back into the haze




of the old century. It is 1897, he is 11, and this is Edingthorpe

in north Norfolk. His mother, wearing her light purple cloak,




has packed herself with the wicker picnic basket, bathing gear,

and three sons into the long shandryman, drawn by a donkey,




which has been led round from the Rectory by the gardener.

There is a plan to take a dip in the river but, as the expedition




begins, Emily Eyles appears on the doorstep exclaiming

Madam has left without her sunshade after all. No matter.




When everything is quiet again, she closes it with a neat click

and the faintest creak of collapsing silk, then traipses indoors




where she falls to thinking about Mr Dawson, her young man,

who has saved for long enough to open his shop in the village




when they are married next year. ‘White wings that never weary,’

she sings, washing up cups and dishes. By now the little party




has reached the village church, where the years become confused.

Siegfried clambers down without the others noticing, and leans




his leather elbows on the lych-gate. The carved gold lettering says

it was built when the war ended, in memory of a lance-corporal




whose father was rector here for 19 years and is buried nearby,

although the boy himself, having fought at Mons, Le Cateau,






the Arne, the Aisne, The First Battle of Ypres and at Hill 60,

drowned in the Transport Royal Edward crossing the Aegean  Sea




on 13 August 1915. By peculiar chance it is 13 August today,

and in a moment Siegfried’s younger brother will also be buried




at sea, after receiving a mortal wound on the Gallipoli Peninsula.

‘Don’t let the donkey eat the laurel,’ their mother tells the children;




she knows it is poisonous. Laurels and donkeys. Siegfried agrees,

but will not ruin his afternoon, so picks a poppy and a cornflower,




lays them on the ground beside the lych-gate, then turns placidly

down the farm lane, over the style, and along the path that leads




through the meadow to the Rectory garden, and so to the river,

where in another short minute or two the others find him waiting.

















An Equal Voice





We hear more from doctors than patients. However hard he tries, the historian cannot even the account, cannot give the patients an equal voice, because most of them chose not to recount their experiences.

– ‘A War of Nerves’, Ben Shephard 




War from behind the lines is a dizzy jumble.

Revolving chairs, stuffy offices, dry-as-dust

reports, blueprints one day and the next –

with the help of a broken-down motor car

and a few gallons of petrol – marching men

with sweat-stained faces and shining eyes,

horses straining and plunging at the guns,

white sweat-clouds drifting beneath them,

and piles of bloody clothes and leggings

outside the canvas door of a field hospital.

At the end of the week there is no telling

whether you spent Tuesday going over

the specifications of a possible laundry

or skirting the edge of hell in an automobile.




    *





There were some cases of nervous collapse

as the whistle blew on the first day of battle.

In general however it is perfectly astonishing

and terrifying how bravely the men fight.

From my position on rising ground I watched

one entire brigade advancing in line after line,

dressed as smartly as if they were on parade,

and not a single man shirked going through

the barrage, or facing the rapid machine gun

and rifle fire that finally wiped them out.

I saw with my own eyes the lines advancing

in such admirable order quickly melt away.

Yet not a man wavered, or broke the ranks

or made any attempt to turn back again.




    *




A soft siffle, high in the air like a distant lark,

or the note of a penny whistle, faint and falling.

But then, with a spiral, pulsing flutter, it grew

to a hissing whirr, landing with ferocious blasts,

followed by the whine of fragments that cut

into the trees, driving white scars into their trunks

and filling the air with torn shreds of foliage.

The detonation, the flash, the heat of explosion.

And all the while fear, crawling into my heart.

I felt it. Crawling into me. I had to set my teeth

and steadied myself, but to no avail. I clutched

the earth, pressing against it. There was no one

to help me then. O how one loves mother earth.




    *





One or two friends stood like granite rocks

round which the seas raged, but very many

other men broke in pieces. Everyone called it

shell-shock, meaning concussion. But shell-

shock is rare. What 90% get is justifiable funk

due to the collapse of the helm of self-control.

You understand what you see but cannot think.

Your head is in agony and you want relief for that.

The more you struggle, the more madness creeps

over you. The brain cannot think of anything at all.

I don’t ask you what you feel like but I tell you

because I have been like you. I have been ill as you

and got better. I will teach you, you will get better.

Try and keep on trying what
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