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About the Book

One hundred years have passed since the outbreak of the First World War.

To mark the centenary, this beautiful anthology collects favourite words and images from some of the UK’s leading figures.

Poems, short stories, personal letters, newspaper articles, scripts, photographs and paintings are just some of the elements of this unique and seminal collection – each introduced by the person who selected it.
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WHO’LL SING THE ANTHEM?
WHO WILL TELL THE STORY?

Some years ago I came across the grave of a young British soldier in France, one of thousands, one of hundreds of thousands. I had stopped to look, I think, because there was a wreath of poppies lying there. I read on the gravestone that this was a private killed in 1918, only two weeks before the end of the First World War. He was aged just twenty-one. On the wreath was written: To my Grandpa. I never knew you, and I wish I had. Out of the ten million soldiers who were killed on all sides, many were young, some barely out of school. Most never grew old enough to know and be known by their children or their grandchildren. This book is made for them; for all of them.

In my small village of Iddesleigh, in deepest Devon, there lives the last surviving widow of any of the soldiers who marched off from this country to the First World War. Her soldier was called Wilf Ellis. I knew him when he was an old man. And thereby hangs a tale, the terrible tale of the ten million soldiers, and of the ten million horses, all killed in the First World War.

Dorothy Ellis, now ninety-three, has lived quietly, and spent much of her life looking after the village church, keeping it clean and bright. Wilf now lies in the churchyard, as do other old men I once knew: Captain Budgett and Albert Weeks. But before they died they told me their stories.

When he came back from the war, Wilf Ellis played in dance bands on transatlantic liners before becoming an antique dealer in the village, ‘a knocker’. I bought a picture from him once, an old oil painting of a racehorse standing in a stable. The horse was called Topthorn. Topthorn, as you will see, was later to play a part in this tale.

I didn’t know Wilf Ellis well, just enough to talk to. Thirty-five years ago now, we met by chance in the pub, the Duke of York. We got talking by the log fire. I’d heard he’d been to the First World War as a young man, so I asked him about it. It was a conversation which very soon became a monologue. He told me how his uniform had made him itch when he first put it on. He talked of the trenches, the machine guns and the snipers, and the mud, and the whizzbangs and the wire; how he was gassed and hospitalized, how his life was once spared by a German soldier, of the horses who died the same way as the soldiers, of going out on night patrols – his courage fuelled by rum – of the fear, of the joy of hot food and a communal hot bath, of the relief when it was all over.

I knew even when he was talking that he was passing his story on to me. Much of it, Dorothy later told me, he’d never spoken of before. And I was a comparative stranger. He took me to his cottage and showed me his trenching tool, some photographs of himself, of his pals. Before I met Wilf Ellis I had gleaned all I knew of the First World War from the poetry of Wilfred Owen and Sassoon and Edward Thomas and Blunden. I had seen the film and read the book of All Quiet on the Western Front by Remarque, and the film too of Paths of Glory, and the play, Journey’s End, the musical of Oh, What a Lovely War! But now I had heard it face to face, from someone who had been there, who told it straight, all of it understated, with no artifice. This was simply his story.

Inspired to know more, a few days later I went to see Captain Budgett, ‘the squire’ of the village, ex-master of fox-hounds, my neighbour, and asked him about his time away at that war. He told me he was there ‘with horses’, and spoke of his horse as his best friend – he’d talk to him in the horse-lines at night, whisper in his ear and tell him his secret hopes and fears, and his horse had listened to him. I spoke to Albert Weeks, farm worker all his life, who hadn’t been to the war, being too young, but who was there when the farm horses were sold off to the army on the village green in 1914, who saw his friends march away, some never to return; and who told me how the world was never the same afterwards.

[image: image]

So it was, with their stories in my head, that I was able to sit down and write my story, War Horse, the story of Albert, the young farm worker growing up on the farm near Iddesleigh with his beloved foal Joey, how Joey was sold away to the army as a cavalry horse and taken to France, only to be captured by the Germans, along with Topthorn, his stable companion and friend, after the first cavalry charge of the war. Through Joey’s eyes we live through the universal suffering of that war as he saw it and knew it; we endure his pain, feel his longing for Albert and home. Further novels about the First World War followed, all inspired, I have no doubt, by the truth told to me by these old men: Farm Boy, the sequel to War Horse, The Butterfly Lion and The Best Christmas in the World.

It was the National Theatre that discovered War Horse – a book I loved but until then few had read – and turned it into a huge theatrical event, an iconic play now seen all over the world. I am pleased about that for all sorts of reasons, but mainly because indirectly, through the play and through the subsequent film, Joey’s story, which is of course Wilf’s story, Captain Budgett’s story, Albert Weeks’s story, has been passed on to millions, maybe even ten million. The anthem sung, the story told.

The title of this book, Only Remembered, is also the song that begins and ends the play of War Horse. It was written by John Tams, the great folk singer. Here is a verse of that song:


Only the truth that in life we have spoken,

Only the seed that in life we have sown.

These shall pass onwards when we are forgotten.

 Only remembered for what we have done.



Here in this book you will find truth, which comes in many guises, in history, in stories, fictional and non-fictional, in poems and songs and pictures. My deepest thanks to those who have contributed, in particular to Annie Eaton, Ruth Knowles and Rachel Mann of Random House.

As for myself, I should like to offer, as my contribution to this collection, a piece translated from the French, from the book On les Aura, illustrated by Barroux. It comes from the recently discovered diary of an unknown French soldier as he goes off to war and into action in 1914. It is simply told, very much as Wilf Ellis and Captain Budgett and Albert Weeks told me their stories in the Duke of York pub in Devon all those years ago.
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MICHAEL MORPURGO – Author


WEDNESDAY 5 AUGUST
This time, it’s the great send-off. We’re up at 04:00 hours because parade is at 05:00 hours. After collecting our haversacks filled with bread and a rabbit cooked the previous day, it’s time for farewells.

[image: image]

All five of us shed a tear. After promising Madame Fernand that we’ll stick together, we leave with heavy hearts, but our sense of duty makes us hold our heads high and soon we’ve joined the ranks, ready for the off.

The unknown soldier heads to the trenches
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Once the regiment is on parade, the colonel has us salute the flag and he gives a rousing speech, which is met with cheers. Then we march to the station with the band playing.


[image: image]

07:00 hours: The train whistles and sets off in the direction of Paris. What a cruel irony! After a stop at Corbeil, the train departs again but this time heading eastwards. At the stations, the ladies from the Red Cross bring us food and drink. We pass through Montereau, Romilly and Troyes. Where are we going? Who knows.

From Line of Fire: Diary of an Unknown Soldier, Barroux




AT WAR

Goodbye-ee, Goodbye-ee

Brother Bertie went away

To do his bit the other day,

With a smile on his lips,

And his Lieutenant’s pips,

Upon his shoulder bright and gay.

As the train pulled out he said,

‘Remember me to all the birds.’

And he wagg’d his paw

And went away to war,

Shouting out these pathetic words:

‘Goodbye-ee, goodbye-ee,

Wipe the tear, baby dear, from your eye-ee,

Tho’ it’s hard to part, I know,

I’ll be tickled to death to go.

Don’t cry-ee, don’t sigh-ee,

There’s a silver lining in the sky-ee,

Bonsoir old thing, cheerio, chin, chin,

Nap-poo, toodle-oo, Goodbye-ee.
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If You Want the Old Battalion

If you want the old battalion,

I know where they are, I know where they are,

I know where they are,

If you want the old battalion, I know where they are,

They’re hanging on the old barbed wire

I’ve seen them, I’ve seen them,

Hanging on the old barbed wire

I’ve seen them,

Hanging on the old barbed wire.


FROM WAR HORSE

Like all army horses we were clipped out like hunters so that all our lower quarters were exposed to the mud and rain. The weaker ones amongst us suffered first, for they had little resilience and went downhill fast. But Topthorn and I came through to the spring, Topthorn surviving a severe cough that shook his whole massive frame as if it was trying to tear the life out of him from the inside. It was Captain Stewart who saved him, feeding him up with a hot mash and covering him as best he could in the bleakest weather.

And then, one ice-cold night in early spring, with frost lying on our backs, the troopers came to the horse-lines unexpectedly early. It was before dawn. There had been a night of incessant heavy barrage. There was a new bustle and excitement in the camp. This was not one of the routine exercises we had come to expect. The troopers came along the horse-lines in full service order, two bandoliers, respiratory haversack, rifle and sword. We were saddled up and moved silently out of the camp and onto the road. The troopers talked of the battle ahead and all the frustrations and irritations of imposed idleness vanished as they sang in the saddle. And my Trooper Warren was singing along with them as lustily as any of them. In the cold grey of the night the squadron joined the regiment in the remnants of a little ruined village peopled only by cats, and waited there for an hour until the pale light of dawn crept over the horizon. Still the guns bellowed out their fury and the ground shook beneath us. We passed the field hospitals and the light guns before trotting over the support trenches to catch our first sight of the battlefield. Desolation and destruction were everywhere. Not a building was left intact. Not a blade of grass grew in the torn and ravaged soil. The singing around me stopped and we moved on in ominous silence and out over the trenches that were crammed with men, their bayonets fixed to their rifles. They gave us a sporadic cheer as we clattered over the boards and out into the wilderness of no man’s land, into a wilderness of wire and shell holes and the terrible litter of war. Suddenly the guns stopped firing overhead. We were through the wire. The squadron fanned out in a wide, uneven echelon and the bugle sounded. I felt the spurs biting into my sides and moved up alongside Topthorn as we broke into a trot. ‘Do me proud, Joey,’ said Trooper Warren, drawing his sword. ‘Do me proud.’

Michael Morpurgo
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Sketches from War Horse, as drawn by Rae Smith



DAME EVELYN GLENNIE – Percussionist

I have read so much about the incessant and monstrous din of warfare that constantly bombarded the soldier’s body with the noise and vibration of bursting shells and caused great pain to their ears. The noise was so enormously resounding that rain and thunder became pleasant and soothing in comparison.

This set me thinking about whether, in my vast collection of over 1,800 percussion instruments, any might have been used by the actual soldiers during the First World War, and for what purpose? We know that percussion instruments produce high and low sounds, resonant and short sounds, and therefore, what would be the most effective to compete with their already noise-polluted environment?

We are aware of the use of drums in warfare and how the impact of striking a drum and being moved by rhythm can propel a sense of purpose and teamwork, injecting a sense of fearless determination. However, my eyes wander to my collection of whistles.

[image: image]

Yes, strange though it is, the whistle is given to the percussion player rather than the wind player, so it has always belonged to the percussion family. The whistle is used worldwide in sport, music, on ships, in hunting, by train guards and much more. However, whistles were also used in various military situations, mainly to initiate a pre-set plan so that all parts would act simultaneously. For example, officers in the First World War would sometimes blow whistles to signal all troops along a broad stretch of trench to attack at the same time.

The ratchet was another instrument used by soldiers, often to warn of the presence of poison gas or other type of attack.

The whistle and ratchet are small ‘hand-held’ instruments, crucial for the circumstances of the soldiers, considering they were in such confined spaces, but the sounds they made spliced through their heavily noise-bombarded environment.

[image: image]

It’s fascinating to see, touch and play the many instruments at our disposal and to think of how they may have been used in the past, saving countless lives in the process.


SHAMI CHAKRABARTI – Director of Liberty

I first read this Wilfred Owen poem when a youth of fifteen or sixteen myself. I couldn’t help but be touched by its special blend of beauty, anger and irony. Perhaps Owen was an original ‘emo’, exploring the contrast between the grand ceremony of militarism and religion, and the reality of doomed boys killed ‘as cattle’.

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.
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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.



Wilfred Owen
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LORD PADDY ASHDOWN – Politician

Amongst the many unbearable tragedies about the First World War (indeed, any war), one of the most unbearable is the young men who volunteered because they thought that war was a glorious thing. It is, in fact, a muddy, bloody, terrible piece of insanity.

This poem tells a truth which tears away that ancient deception, so loved by kings and prime ministers and generals far behind the lines. It should be hung in every recruiting office and read out to every new recruit before he (or, nowadays, she too) signs up.

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 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 flound’ring 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 devil’s 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.



Wilfred Owen
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FRANK FIELD – Politician

Wilfred Owen’s poems, more than the work of any other poet or writer, changed the way we now view the First World War. But that to me is only part of his attraction. From the age of five, Wilfred lived in Birkenhead, a seat I have represented in parliament since 1979. When Wilfred was fourteen, his father, who was stationmaster at Woodside Station, gained a promotion to Shrewsbury. It was there, on Armistice Day in 1918, that a telegraph boy brought his mother a War Office telegram telling her that Wilfred had been killed a week earlier.

Our vision of what was called the Great War was shaken up, like a kaleidoscope, largely by the war poets. The huge sacrifices – three quarters of a million British dead alone – began to be seen as a huge deceit. Brave British soldiers had been led by donkeys to a mass slaughter. And for what?

At this point we lost connection with historical reality, and in its place the views of the war poets – of the senseless waste – took control. Owen’s work was fundamental to this change.

I hope that this poem by a Birkenhead boy brings home the horror of any war, and the sheer bravery of so many of those participating. But we do have to ask why they were participating, and why they participated for so long.

So please do heed this health warning. The First World War, as the Great War was renamed once a second one was recorded on the pages of history, changed fundamentally the course of the twentieth century, and therefore the world in which we now live. How we weigh the costs against the gains is a task of huge difficulty; any judgement will be finely balanced.

Be thrilled and shocked by the images Owen gives us of those terrible battles. But in doing so, please look to the gains as well as the losses that the world experienced in a war that I believe was, on balance, important to fight.

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 pains that vision’s 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 had 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 . . .



Wilfred Owen
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MALORIE BLACKMAN – Author and Children’s Laureate 2013–2015

Walter Tull was born in Kent, the mixed-race son of a Barbadian carpenter and a white English mother. He played professional football for Tottenham Hotspur and Northampton Town before joining the British Army at the outbreak of the First World War.

The world has changed in many ways since then but, depressingly, much remains the same. The original Sherlock Holmes stories had Dr John Watson returning from a war in Afghanistan. A recent BBC modernization didn’t have to change that detail at all. In 1914 the Balkans were a patchwork of small states with simmering ethnic tensions, and they still are. And when Walter Tull played football for Tottenham Hotspur, he was subjected to appalling racist abuse. Sadly, a century later, that still seems to be with us too.

But there is progress, and hope! Tull set the trend, not just as a black soldier, but as a black officer – a highly regarded black officer. In 1914, by the strict interpretation of British Military Law, he shouldn’t even have been an officer at all. At the time army regulations stipulated that ‘any negro or person of colour’ was not allowed to become one. Despite this rule, Tull performed so impressively that in 1917 his superiors promoted him to the rank of lieutenant. This made him the first black or mixed-race officer in a British Army combat unit, and the first to lead white men into battle.

[image: image]Tull and His Fellow Officers


Tull first fought in France and then in Italy from 1917–18. After he twice led his men on raids across the River Piave – and each time brought them back safely – Tull was cited for his ‘gallantry and coolness’ by his commanding general. He was, in fact, recommended for the Military Cross for his bravery, but he never received one.

On 25 March 1918, operating once again in France, Lieutenant Tull was ordered to lead his men in an attack on the German trenches. Soon after entering no man’s land, Tull was hit by a German bullet. He was so popular that his men risked their own lives attempting to bring him back to the British trenches. But the German machine-gun fire was too intense and they failed. Tull’s body was never recovered and he is one of thousands of soldiers from the First World War who have no known grave.

One death is a tragedy. The sixteen million-plus deaths that occurred as a result of the First World War are not just a statistic, they are a catastrophe. Second Lieutenant Walter Tull fought against narrow-mindedness and bigotry all his life, but he also demonstrated what a brave heart and a fighting spirit can achieve.

Slowly we edge closer to the day Martin Luther King foresaw in his famous ‘I have a dream . . .’ speech. A day where people ‘will not be judged by the colour of their skin, but by the content of their character’.
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Walter Daniel John Tull 28 April 1888–25 March 1918



JULIAN BARNES – Writer

Siegfried Sassoon was an English poet naturally more interested in cricket than in politics, who joined up at the outbreak of war, fought very bravely, and was awarded the Military Cross. Then, appalled by the way the war was being run, and distraught at the death of a close friend, he wrote to his commanding officer refusing to return to the front after leave. His letter was read out in Parliament and caused a famous outcry.

But Sassoon’s real and lasting protest – not just against the First World War, but against all war – came in the form of poetry. In short, savage, easily understood poems, he described the reality of war, the incompetence of leaders, the hypocrisy of the press, and the nauseating fireside jingoism of those who cheered on the slaughter from a distance. He was what nowadays we would call a whistle-blower – but a whistle-blower in verse.
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This is his poem called ‘The General’:

THE GENERAL


‘Good-morning; good-morning!’ the General said

When we met him last week on our way to the line.

Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em dead,

And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent swine.

‘He’s a cheery old card,’ grunted Harry to Jack

As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.




But he did for them both by his plan of attack.



Siegfried Sassoon
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About Michael Morpurgo and Ian Beck

Michael Morpurgo has written over 120 books, many of them award-winning. His best-known work, War Horse, was adapted into a multi-Oscarnominated film by Steven Spielberg, and into a widely acclaimed play at the National Theatre.

In 2003 Michael became the third Children’s Laureate, a position he helped to create with the poet Ted Hughes.

With his wife, Clare, he set up the charity Farms for City Children, and for their pioneering work they were both awarded the MBE in 1999.

Ian Beck has worked as a freelance illustrator for many years (producing such notable artwork as the record cover for Elton John’s Goodbye Yellow Brick Road album). Ian turned to writing and illustrating children’s books  when his own children were born.
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