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    When the First World War broke out in August 1914, both the volunteers who marched through the streets of Paris, London and Berlin, and the crowds who cheered them believed that the war would be over by Christmas. The ‘Spirit of 1914’ was still powerful four months later when the war reached the small Welsh village of Rhulen, as described here by Bruce Chatwin in his novel On the Black Hill (1982).
  


  
    THEN THE WAR came.
  


  
    For years, the tradesmen in Rhulen had said there was going to be war with Germany, though nobody knew what war would mean. There had been no real war since Waterloo, and everyone agreed that with railways and modern guns this war would either be very terrible, or over very quickly.
  


  
    On the 7th of August 1914, Amos Jones and his sons were scything thistles when a man called over the hedge that the Germans had marched into Belgium, and rejected England’s ultimatum. A recruiting office, he said, had opened in the Town Hall. About twenty local lads had joined.
  


  
    ‘More fool them,’ Amos shrugged, and glared downhill into Herefordshire.
  


  
    All three went on with their scything, but the boys looked very jittery when they came in for supper.
  


  
    Mary had been pickling beetroot, and her apron was streaked with purple stains.
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘You’re far too young to fight. Besides, it’ll probably be over by Christmas.’
  


  
    Winter came, and there was no end to the war. Mr Gomer Davies started preaching patriotic sermons and, one Friday, sent word to The Vision, bidding them to a lantern lecture, at five o’clock, in the Congregation Hall.
  


  
    The sky was deepening from crimson to gunmetal. Two limousines were parked in the lane; and a crowd of farm boys, all in their Sunday best, were chatting to the chauffeurs or peering through the windows at the fur rugs and leather upholstery. The boys had never seen such automobiles at close quarters. In a nearby shed, an electric generator was purring.
  


  
    Mr Gomer Davies stood in the vestibule, welcoming all comers with a handshake and muddy smile. The war, he said, was a Crusade for Christ.
  


  
    Inside the Hall, a coke stove was burning and the windows had misted up. A line of electric bulbs spread a film of yellow light over the planked and varnished walls. There were plenty of Union Jacks strung up, and a picture of Lord Kitchener.
  


  
    The magic lantern stood in the middle of the aisle. A white sheet had been tacked up to serve as a screen; and a khaki-clad Major, one arm in a sling, was confiding his box of glass slides to the lady projectionist.
  


  
    Veiled in cigar smoke, the principal speaker, Colonel Bickerton, had already taken his seat on the stage and was having a jaw with a Boer War veteran. He extended his game leg to the audience. A silk hat sat on the green baize tablecloth, beside a water-carafe and a tumbler.
  


  
    Various ministers of God – all of whom had sunk their differences in a blaze of patriotism – went up to pay their respects to the squire, and show concern for his comfort.
  


  
    ‘No, I’m quite comfortable, thank you.’ The Colonel enunciated every syllable to perfection. ‘Thank you for looking after me so well. Pretty good turnout, I see. Most encouraging, what?’
  


  
    The hall was full. Lads with fresh, weatherbeaten faces crammed the benches or elbowed forward to get a better look at the Bickertons’ daughter, Miss Isobel – a brunette with moist red lips and moist hazel eyes, who sat below the platform, composed and smiling, in a silver fox-fur cape. From her dainty hat there spurted a grey-pink glycerined ostrich plume. At her elbow crouched a young man with carroty hair and mouth agape.
  


  
    It was Jim the Rock.
  


  
    The Joneses took their seats on a bench at the back. Mary could feel her husband, tense and angry beside her. She was afraid he was going to make a scene.
  


  
    The vicar of Rhulen opened the session by proposing a vote of thanks to Mr Gomer Davies for the use of the Hall, and electricity.
  


  
    Rumbles of ‘Hear! Hear!’ sounded round the room. He went on to sketch the origins of the war.
  


  
    Few of the hill-farmers understood why the murder of an Archduke in the Balkans should have triggered off the invasion of Belgium; but when the vicar spoke of the ‘peril to our beloved Empire’ people began to sit up.
  


  
    ‘There can be no rest,’ he raised his voice, ‘until this cancer has been ripped out of European society. The Germans will squeal like every bully when cornered. But there must be no compromise, no shaking hands with the devil. It is useless to moralize with an alligator. Kill it!’
  


  
    The audience clapped and the clergyman sat down.
  


  
    Next in turn was the Major, who had been wounded, he said, at Mons. He began with a joke about ‘making the Rhine whine’ – whereupon the Colonel perked up and said, ‘Never cared for Rhine wines myself. Too fruity, what?’
  


  
    The Major then lifted his swagger stick.
  


  
    ‘Lights!’ he called, and the lights went off.
  


  
    One by one, a sequence of blurred images flashed across the screen – of Tommies in camp, Tommies on parade, Tommies on the cross-Channel ferry; Tommies in a French café; Tommies in trenches; Tommies fixing bayonets, and Tommies ‘going over the top’. Some of the slides were so fuzzy it was hard to tell which was the shadow of Miss Isobel’s plume, and which were shell-bursts.
  


  
    The last slide showed an absurd goggle-eyed visage with crows’ wings on its upper lip and a whole golden eagle on its helmet.
  


  
    ‘That,’ said the Major, ‘is your enemy – Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany.’
  


  
    There were shouts of ‘String ’im up’ and ‘Shoot ’im to bloody bits!’ – and the Major, also, sat down.
  


  
    Colonel Bickerton then eased himself to his feet and apologized for the indisposition of his wife.
  


  
    His own son, he said, was fighting in Flanders. And after the stirring scenes they’d just witnessed, he hoped there’d be few shirkers in the district.
  


  
    ‘When this war is over,’ he said, ‘there will be two classes of persons in this country. There will be those who were qualified to join the Armed Forces and refrained from doing so...’
  


  
    ‘Shame!’ shrilled a woman in a blue hat.
  


  
    ‘I’m the Number One!’ a young man shouted and stuck up his hand.
  


  
    But the Colonel raised his cufflinks to the crowd, and the crowd fell silent:
  


  
    ‘... and there will be those who were so qualified and came forward to do their duty to their King, their country... and their womenfolk...’
  


  
    ‘Yes! Yes!’ Again the hands arose with fluid grace and, again, the crowd fell silent:
  


  
    ‘The last-mentioned class, I need not add, will be the aristocracy of this country – indeed, the only true aristocracy of this country – who, in the evening of their days, will have the consolation of knowing that they have done what England expects of every man: namely, to do his duty...’
  


  
    ‘What about Wales?’ A sing-song voice sounded to the right of Miss Bickerton; but Jim was drowned in the general hullabaloo.
  


  
    Volunteers rushed forward to press their names on the Major. There were shouts of ‘Hip! Hip! Hurrah!’ Other voices broke into song, ‘For they are jolly good fellows...’ The woman in the blue hat slapped her son over the face, shrieking, ‘Oh, yes, you will!’ – and a look of childlike serenity had descended on the Colonel.
  


  
    He continued, in thrilling tones: ‘Now when Lord Kitchener says he needs you, he means YOU. For each one of you brave young fellows is unique and indispensable. A few moments ago, I heard a voice on my left calling, “What about Wales?”’
  


  
    Suddenly, you could hear a pin drop.
  


  
    ‘Believe you me, that cry, “What about Wales?” is a cry that goes straight to my heart. For in my veins Welsh blood and English blood course in equal quantities. And that... that is why my daughter and I have brought two automobiles here with us this evening. Those of you who wish to enlist in our beloved Herefordshire Regiment may drive with me... But those of you, loyal Welshmen, who would prefer to join that other, most gallant regiment, the South Wales Borderers, may go with my daughter and Major Llewellyn-Smythe to Brecon...’
  


  
    This was how Jim the Rock went to war – for the sake of leaving home, and for a lady with moist red lips and moist hazel-coloured eyes.
  


  
    Louis-Ferdinand Céline
  


  
    COULD I BE THE LAST COWARD ON EARTH?
  


  
    The narrator of Céline’s novel Journey to the End of the Night (1932) too has volunteered to join the army after seeing soldiers and military bands parading through the streets of Paris. But his feelings of patriotism soon give way to the realization that he has made a big mistake: ‘The music had stopped... I was about to clear out. Too late! They’d quietly shut the gate behind us civilians. We were caught like rats.’
  


  
    WHEN YOU’RE IN, you’re in. They put us on horseback, and after we’d been on horseback for two months, they put us back on our feet. Maybe because of the expense. Anyway, one morning the colonel was looking for his horse, his orderly had made off with it, nobody knew where to, probably some quiet spot that bullets couldn’t get to as easily as the middle of the road. Because that was exactly where the colonel and I had finally stationed ourselves, with me holding his orderly book while he wrote out his orders.
  


  
    Down the road, away in the distance, as far as we could see, there were two black dots, plunk in the middle like us, but they were two Germans and they’d been busy shooting for the last fifteen or twenty minutes.
  


  
    Maybe our colonel knew why they were shooting, maybe the Germans knew, but I, so help me, hadn’t the vaguest idea. As far back as I could search my memory, I hadn’t done a thing to the Germans, I’d always been polite and friendly with them. I knew the Germans pretty well, I’d even gone to school in their country when I was little, near Hanover. I’d spoken their language. A bunch of loud-mouthed little halfwits, that’s what they were, with pale, furtive eyes like wolves; we’d go out to the woods together after school to feel the girls up, or we’d fire pop-guns or pistols you could buy for four marks. And we drank sugary beer together. But from that to shooting at us right in the middle of the road, without so much as a word of introduction, was a long way, a very long way. If you asked me, they were going too far.
  


  
    This war, in fact, made no sense at all. It couldn’t go on.
  


  
    Had something weird got into these people? Something I didn’t feel at all? I suppose I hadn’t noticed it...
  


  
    Anyway, my feelings toward them hadn’t changed. In spite of everything. I’d have liked to understand their brutality, but what I wanted still more, enormously, with all my heart, was to get out of there, because suddenly the whole business looked to me like a great big mistake.
  


  
    ‘In a mess like this,’ I said to myself, ‘there’s nothing to be done, all you can do is clear out...’
  


  
    Over our heads, two millimetres, maybe one millimetre from our temples, those long searching lines of steel, that bullets make when they’re out to kill you, were whistling through the hot summer air.
  


  
    I’d never felt so useless as I did amidst all those bullets in the sunlight. A vast and universal mockery.
  


  
    I was only twenty at the time. Deserted farms in the distance, empty wide-open churches, as if the peasants had gone out for the day to attend a fair at the other end of the district, leaving everything they owned with us for safe-keeping, their countryside, their carts with the shafts in the air, their fields, their barn yards, the roads, the trees, even the cows, a chained dog, the works. Leaving us free to do as we pleased while they were gone. Nice of them, in a way. ‘Still,’ I said to myself, ‘if they hadn’t gone somewhere else, if there were still somebody here, I’m sure we wouldn’t be behaving so badly! So disgustingly! We wouldn’t dare in front of them!’ But there wasn’t a soul to watch us! Nobody but us, like newlyweds that get down to the dirty business when all the people have gone home.
  


  
    And another thought I had (behind a tree) was that I wished Déroulède*1 – the one I’d heard so much about – had been there to describe his reactions when a bullet tore open his guts.
  


  
    Those Germans squatting on the road, shooting so obstinately, were rotten shots, but they seemed to have ammunition to burn, whole warehouses full or so it seemed to me. Nobody could say this war was over! I have to hand it to the colonel, his bravery was remarkable. He roamed around in the middle of the road, up and down and back and forth in the midst of the bullets as calmly as if he’d been waiting for a friend on a station platform, except just a tiny bit impatient.
  


  
    One thing I’d better tell you right away, I’d never been able to stomach the country, I’d always found it dreary, those endless fields of mud, those houses where nobody’s ever home, those roads that don’t go anywhere. And if to all that you add a war, it’s completely unbearable. A sudden wind had come up on both sides of the road, the clattering leaves of the poplars mingled with the little dry crackle aimed at us from down the road. Those unknown soldiers missed us every time, but they spun a thousand deaths around us, so close they seemed to clothe us. I was afraid to move.
  


  
    That colonel, I could see, was a monster. Now I knew it for sure, he was worse than a dog, he couldn’t conceive of his own death. At the same time I realized that there must be plenty of brave men like him in our army, and just as many no doubt in the army facing us. How many, I wondered. One or two million, say several millions in all? The thought turned my fear to panic. With such people this infernal lunacy could go on for ever... Why would they stop? Never had the world seemed so implacably doomed.
  


  
    Could I, I thought, be the last coward on earth? How terrifying!... All alone with two million stark raving heroic madmen, armed to the eyeballs? With and without helmets, without horses, on motorcycles, bellowing, in cars, screeching, shooting, plotting, flying, kneeling, digging, taking cover, bounding over trails, bombarding, shut up on earth as if it were a loony bin, ready to demolish everything on it, Germany, France, whole continents, everything that breathes, destroy, destroy, madder than mad dogs, worshipping their madness (which dogs don’t), a hundred, a thousand times madder than a thousand dogs, and a lot more vicious! A pretty mess we were in! No doubt about it, this crusade I’d let myself in for was the apocalypse!
  


  
    You can be a virgin in horror the same as in sex. How, when I left the Place Clichy, could I have imagined such horror? Who could have suspected, before getting really into the war, all the ingredients that go to make up the rotten, heroic, good-for-nothing soul of man? And there I was, caught up in a mass flight into collective murder, into the fiery furnace... Something had come up from the depths, and it was happening now.
  


  
    The colonel was still as cool as a cucumber, I watched him as he stood on the embankment, taking little messages sent by the general, reading them without haste as the bullets flew all around him, and tearing them into little pieces. Did none of those messages include an order to put an immediate stop to this abomination? Did no top brass tell him there had been a misunderstanding? A horrible mistake? A misdeal? That somebody’s got it all wrong, that the plan had been for man&#0339;uvres, a sham battle, not a massacre! Not at all! ‘Keep it up, colonel! You’re doing fine!’ That’s what General des Entrayes,*2 the head of our division and commander over us all, must have written in those notes that were being brought every five minutes by a courier, who looked greener and more shitless each time. I could have palled up with that boy, we’d have been scared together. But we had no time to fraternize.
  


  
    So there was no mistake? So there was no law against people shooting at people they couldn’t even see! It was one of the things you could do without anybody reading you the riot act. In fact, it was recognized and probably encouraged by upstanding citizens, like the draft, or marriage, or hunting!... No two ways about it. I was suddenly on the most intimate terms with war. I’d lost my virginity. You’ve got to be pretty much alone with her as I was then to get a good look at her, the slut, full face and profile. A war had been switched on between us and the other side, and now it was burning! Like the current between the two carbons of an arc lamp! And this lamp was in no hurry to go out! It would get us all, the colonel and everyone else, he looked pretty spiffy now, but he wouldn’t roast up any bigger than me when the current from the other side got him between the shoulders.
  


  
    There are different ways of being condemned to death. Oh! What wouldn’t I have given to be in prison instead of here! What a fool I’d been! If only I had had a little foresight and stolen something or other when it would have been so easy and there was still time. I never think of anything. You come out of prison alive, you don’t out of a war! The rest is blarney.
  


  
    If only I’d had time, but I didn’t. There was nothing left to steal. How pleasant it would be in a cosy little cell, I said to myself, where the bullets couldn’t get in. Where they never got in! I knew of one that was ready and waiting, all sunny and warm! I saw it in my dreams, the prison of Saint-Germain to be exact, right near the forest. I knew it well, I’d often passed that way. How a man changes! I was a child in those days, and that prison frightened me. Because I didn’t know what men are like. Never again will I believe what they say or what they think. Men are the thing to be afraid of, always, men and nothing else.
  


  
    How much longer would this madness have to go on before these monsters dropped with exhaustion? How long could a convulsion like this last? Months? Years? How many? Maybe till the whole world’s dead, and all these madmen? Every last one of them? And seeing that events were taking such a desperate turn, I decided to stake everything on one throw, to make one last try, to see if I couldn’t stop the war, just me, all by myself! At least in this one spot where I happened to be.
  


  
    The colonel was only two steps away from me, pacing. I’d talk to him. Something I’d never done. This was a time for daring. The way things stood, there was practically nothing to lose. ‘What is it?’ he’d ask me, startled, I imagined, at my bold interruption. Then I’d explain the situation as I saw it, and we’d see what he thought. The essential is to talk things over. Two heads are better than one.
  


  
    I was about to take the decisive step when, at that very moment, who should arrive at the double but a dismounted cavalryman (as we said in those days), exhausted, shaky in the joints, holding his helmet upside-down in one hand like Belisarius,*3 trembling, all covered with mud, his face even greener than the courier I mentioned before. He stammered and gulped. You’d have thought he was struggling to climb out of a tomb, and it had made him sick to his stomach. Could it be that this spook didn’t like bullets any more than I did? That he saw them coming like me?
  


  
    ‘What is it?’ Disturbed, brutally, the colonel stopped him short; flinging at him a glance that might have been steel.
  


  
    It made our colonel very angry to see that wretched cavalryman so incorrectly clad and shitting in his pants with fright. The colonel had no use for fear, that was a sure thing. And especially that helmet held in the hand like a bowler was really too much in a combat regiment like ours that was just getting into the war. It was as if this dismounted cavalryman had seen the war and taken his hat off in greeting.
  


  
    Under the colonel’s withering look the wobbly messenger snapped to attention, pressing his little finger to the seam of his trousers as the occasion demanded. And so he stood on the embankment, stiff as a board, swaying, the sweat running down his chin strap; his jaws were trembling so hard that little abortive cries kept coming out of him, like a little dog dreaming. You couldn’t make out whether he wanted to speak to us or whether he was crying.
  


  
    Our Germans squatting at the end of the road had just changed weaponry. Now they were having their fun with a machine gun, sputtering like handfuls of matches, and all around us flew swarms of angry bullets, as hostile as wasps.
  


  
    The man finally managed to articulate a few words:
  


  
    ‘Colonel, sir, Sergeant Barousse has been killed.’
  


  
    ‘So what?’
  


  
    ‘He was on his way to meet the bread wagon on the Etrapes road, sir.’
  


  
    ‘So what?’
  


  
    ‘He was blown up by a shell!’
  


  
    ‘So what, dammit!’
  


  
    ‘That’s what, colonel, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Is that all?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir, that’s all, colonel sir.’
  


  
    ‘What about the bread?’ the colonel asked.
  


  
    That was the end of the dialogue, because, I remember distinctly, he barely had time to say ‘What about the bread?’ That was all. After that there was nothing but flame and noise. But the kinds of noise you wouldn’t have thought possible. Our eyes, ears, nose and mouth were so full of that noise that I thought it was all over and I’d turned into noise and flame myself.
  


  
    After a while the flame went away, the noise stayed in my head, and my arms and legs trembled as if somebody were shaking me from behind. My limbs seemed to be leaving me, but then in the end they stayed on. The smoke stung my eyes for a long time, and the prickly smell of powder and sulphur hung on, strong enough to kill all the fleas and bedbugs in the whole world.
  


  
    I thought of Sergeant Barousse, who had just gone up in smoke as the man had told us. That was good news. Great, I thought to myself. That makes one less stinker in the regiment! He wanted to have me court-martialled for a tin of meat. ‘It’s an ill wind,’ I said to myself. In that respect, you can’t deny it, the war seemed to serve a purpose now and then! I knew of three or four more in the regiment, real scum, that I’d have gladly helped to make the acquaintance of a shell, like Barousse.
  


  
    As for the colonel, I didn’t wish him any harm. But he was dead too. At first I didn’t see him. The blast had carried him up an embankment and laid him down on his side, right in the arms of the dismounted cavalryman, the courier, who was finished too. They were embracing each other for the moment and for all eternity, but the cavalryman’s head was gone, all he had was an opening at the top of the neck, with blood in it bubbling and glugging like jam in a pan. The colonel’s belly was wide open and he was making a nasty face about it. It must have hurt when it happened. So much the worse for him! If he’d got out when the shooting started, it wouldn’t have happened.
  


  
    All that tangled meat was bleeding profusely.
  


  
    Shells were still bursting to the right and left of the scene.
  


  
    I’d had enough, I was glad to have such a good pretext for clearing out. I even hummed a tune, and reeled like when you’ve been rowing a long way and your legs are wobbly. ‘Just one shell!’ I said to myself. ‘Amazing how quick just one shell can clean things up. Could you believe it?’ I kept saying to myself. ‘Could you believe it!’
  


  
    There was nobody left at the end of the road. The Germans were gone. But that little episode had taught me a quick lesson, to keep to the cover of the trees. I was in a hurry to get back to our command post, to see if anyone else in our regiment had been killed on reconnaissance. There must be some good dodges, I said to myself, for getting taken prisoner... Here and there in the fields a few puffs of smoke still clung to the ground. ‘Maybe they’re all dead,’ I thought. ‘Seeing they refuse to understand anything whatsoever, the best solution would be for them all to get killed instantly... The war would be over, and we’d go home... Maybe we’d march across the Place Clichy in triumph... Just one or two survivors... In my dream... Strapping good fellows marching behind the general, all the rest would be dead like the colonel... Like Barousse... like Vanaille (another bastard)... etc. They’d shower us with decorations and flowers, we’d march through the Arc de Triomphe. We’d go to a restaurant, they’d serve us free of charge, we’d never pay for anything any more, never as long as we lived! We’re heroes! we’d say when they brought the bill... defenders of the Patrie! That would do it!... We’d pay with little French flags!... The lady at the cash desk would refuse to take money from heroes, she’d even give us some, with kisses thrown in, as we filed out. Life would be worth living.’
  


  
    As I was running, I noticed my arm was bleeding, just a little though, a far from satisfactory wound, a scratch. I’d have to start all over.
  


  
    It was raining again, the fields of Flanders oozed with dirty water. For a long time I didn’t meet a soul, only the wind and a little later the sun. From time to time, I couldn’t tell from where, a bullet would come flying merrily through the air and sunshine, looking for me, intent on killing me, there in the wilderness. Why? Never again, not if I lived another hundred years, would I go walking in the country. A solemn oath.
  


  
    Walking along, I remembered the ceremony of the day before. It had taken place in a meadow, at the foot of a hill; the colonel had harangued the regiment in his booming voice: ‘Keep your courage up!’ he had cried. ‘Keep your courage up! and Vive la France!’ When you have no imagination, dying is small beer; when you do have imagination, dying is too much. That’s my opinion. My understanding had never taken in so many things at once.
  


  
    The colonel had never had any imagination. That was the source of all his trouble, especially ours. Was I the only man in that regiment with an imagination about death? I preferred my own kind of death, the kind that comes late... in twenty years... thirty... maybe more... to this death they were trying to deal me right away... eating Flanders mud, my whole mouth full of it, fuller than full, split to the ears by a shell fragment. A man’s entitled to an opinion about his own death. But which way, if that was the case, should I go? Straight ahead? My back to the enemy. If the MPs were to catch me roaming around I knew my goose was cooked. They’d give me a slapdash trial that same afternoon in some deserted classroom... There were lots of empty classrooms wherever we went. They’d play court martial with me the way kids play when the teacher isn’t there. The noncoms seated on the platform, me standing in handcuffs in front of the little desks. In the morning they’d shoot me: twelve bullets plus one. So what was the answer?
  


  
    And I thought of the colonel again
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    Heinrich Boll was born in Cologne in 1917 and brought up in a liberal Catholic pacifist family. Drafted into the Wehrmacht, he served on the Russian and French fronts and was wounded four times before he found himself in an American prisoner-of-war camp. After the war he enrolled at the University of Cologne, but dropped out to write about his experiences as a soldier. His first novel, The Train Was on Time, was published in 1949, and he went on to become one of the most prolific and important of postwar German writers. In 1972 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.
  


  
    His best-known novels include Billiards at Half-Past Nine, The Clown, The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum and Group Portrait with Lady. He is also famous as a writer of short stories. Böll served for several years as president of the International PEN and was a leading defender of the intellectual freedom of writers throughout the world. He died in July 1985.
  


  
    Martin Booth is a poet, novelist and critic. His novels include Black Chameleon, The Jade Pavilion, Hiroshima Joe, Dreaming of Samarkand and, most recently, The Industry of Souls, which was shortlisted for the 1998 Booker Prize.
  


  
    Elizabeth Bowen was born in Dublin in 1899, the only child of an Irish lawyer and landowner, and was educated at Downe House School in Kent. She travelled a good deal, dividing most of her time between London and her family home in County Cork.
  


  
    Her first book, a collection of short stories, Encounters, appeared in 1923, followed by another, Ann Lee’s, in 1926. The Hotel (1927) was her first novel, and was followed by The Last September (1929), Joining Charles (1929), another book of short stories, Friends and Relations (1931), To the North (1932), The Cat Jumps (short stories, 1934), The House in Paris (1935), The Death of the Heart (1938), Look at All the Roses (short stories, 1941), The Demon Lover (short stories, 1945), The Heat of the Day (1949), Collected Impressions (essays, 1950), The Shelbourne (1951), A World of Love (1955), A Time in Rome (1960), Afterthought (essays, 1962), The Little Girls (1964), A Day in the Dark (1965), and her last book, Eva Trout (1969).
  


  
    She was awarded the CBE in 1948, and received the honorary degree of Doctor of Letters from Trinity College, Dublin, in 1949 and from Oxford University in 1956. In the same year she was appointed Lacy Martin Donnelly Fellow at Bryn Mawr College in the United States. In 1965 she was made a Companion of Literature by the Royal Society of Literature. Elizabeth Bowen died in 1973.
  


  
    William Boyd was born in 1952 in Accra, Ghana, and was brought up there and in Nigeria. He was educated at Gordonstoun School and at the universities of Nice, Glasgow and Oxford. Between 1980 and 1983 he was a lecturer in English literature at St Hilda’s College, Oxford.
  


  
    His novels include A Good Man in Africa (1981), An Ice-Cream War (1982), Stars and Bars (1984), The New Confessions (1987), Brazzaville Beach (1990), The Blue Afternoon (1993) and Armadillo (1998). Eight of his screenplays have been filmed, including A Good Man in Africa, based on his first novel. William Boyd lives in London.
  


  
    Kay Boyle (1903–1992) was a novelist, short-story writer and poet. Born in Minnesota, her expatriate years in France before her return to the United States in 1941 provided her with much of the material for her fiction. Her novels include Gentlemen, I Address You Privately (1933), Primer for Combat (1942), A Frenchman Must Die (1946), Generation Without Farewell (1960) and The Underground Woman (1974).
  


  
    John Home Burns was born in Boston, Massachusetts in 1916. He was educated at Harvard and for five years worked as an English teacher in Connecticut. In 1942 he was drafted, and spent the war as an intelligence officer in North Africa and Italy, reading prisoner-of-war mail.
  


  
    After the war he returned to America and to teaching for a year. In 1947 his first novel, The Gallery – loosely based on the author’s wartime experience in Naples – was published to great critical acclaim. The success of The Gallery immediately established John Home Burns’s reputation, and he abandoned teaching to become a full-time writer. He wrote two other novels, Lucifer with a Book (1949) and A Cry of Freedom (1951). In 1949 he left America and settled in Italy, where he died in 1953 at the age of thirty-seven. At the time of his death he was working on a novel based on the life of St Francis of Assisi.
  


  
    Italo Calvino was born in Cuba in 1923 and grew up in San Remo, Italy. He was an essayist and a journalist, and among his best-known works of fiction are Invisible Cities, If on a winter’s night a traveller, Marcovaldo and Mr Palomar. He died in 1985.
  


  
    Philip Caputo served with the Marines in Vietnam. After mustering out in 1967, he went on to a prize-winning career as a journalist for the Chicago Tribune, covering the war in Beirut and the fall of Saigon. In 1975 he was wounded in Beirut and, during his convalescence, completed the manuscript for A Rumor of War, his acclaimed Vietnam memoir. In 1977 he left the Tribune to devote himself to writing full-time. His novels are Horn of Africa, DelCorso’s Gallery, Indian Country and Equation for Evil. He is also the author of a collection of novellas, Exiles, and a second volume of memoir, Means of Escape.
  


  
    Louis-Ferdinand Céline, born in 1894, was one of the most controversial French writers of the century. Journey to the End of the Night, first published in 1932, became an instant bestseller and was followed by a string of other books, all based on the experience of his own life, written in the vernacular of his day and with a frankness of description that is still remarkable today.
  


  
    His descriptions of war and poverty would seem to come from a man on the Left, but he was to turn to the Right after a visit to the Soviet Union in 1936. He became a rabid anti-Semite and a supporter of the German occupation of France. He was sentenced to death in absentia in 1945 and escaped to Denmark where he lived under police guard until 1951. Pardoned in 1952 he returned to Paris where he died in 1961.
  


  
    Bruce Chatwin was born in Sheffield in 1940. After attending Marlborough College he began work as a porter at Sotheby’s. Eight years later, having become one of Sotheby’s youngest directors, he abandoned his job to pursue his passion for world travel. Between 1972 and 1975 he worked for the Sunday Times, before announcing his departure in a telegram: ‘Gone to Patagonia for six months.’
  


  
    This trip inspired the first of Chatwin’s books, In Patagonia. Two of his books have been made into feature films: The Viceroy of Ouidah (retitled Cobra Verde), directed by Werner Herzog, and the British Film Institute’s On the Black Hill. On publication The Songlines went straight to No. 1 in the Sunday Times bestseller list and stayed in the top ten for nine months. His novel, Utz, was shortlisted for the 1988 Booker Prize. He died in January 1989.
  


  
    Jean-Louis Curtis was born in 1917 at Orthez in the Basses-Pyrenees. He was educated at a local college and the Sorbonne in Paris. Afterwards he spent a considerable time in England, where he made a particular study of the works of Huxley.
  


  
    As Professor of English at Bayonne he wrote his first novel Alceste Pas Perdu (1943), followed by Les Jeunes Hommes (1945) which was awarded the Prix Cazes.
  


  
    During 1944–5 he joined the Pyrenean Corps Franc, and as a member of the Army he later fought in Alsace and Germany and spent some time in Württemberg and in the Palatinate with the occupation forces. Siegfried was the result of this experience, published in 1946. The Forests of the Night was first published in France in 1947. His other novels include Les justes causes (1954), La parade (1960), Un jeune couple (1967) and L’étage noble (1978).
  


  
    Shusaku Endo was born in Tokyo in 1923. He graduated in French Literature from Keio University, then studied for several years in Lyons on a scholarship from the French government.
  


  
    Widely regarded as the leading writer in Japan, he has won a series of outstanding literary awards and his work has been translated into seventeen languages. His books include The Samurai, The Sea and the Poison and Stained Glass Elegies.
  


  
    Christopher John Farley has worked as a journalist for the Boston Globe, Chicago Tribune and USA Today. He is a staff writer for Time magazine where he reports on national affairs and popular culture. Born in Kingston, Jamaica in 1966, he was raised in upstate New York. My Favourite War is his first novel.
  


  
    John Fowles is the author of The Collector (1963), The Aristos (1964), The Magus (1966), The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969), The Ebony Tower (1974), Daniel Martin (1977), Mantissa (1982) and A Maggot (1985). He lives in Dorset.
  


  
    A.D. Gristwood was born in Catford, south London in 1893. He volunteered in the summer of 1915 and served as Rifleman 302064, 2/5th London Rifle Brigade in France, where he was wounded twice. Encouraged by H.G. Wells, he wrote The Somme which was published in 1927. He died in 1933 as a result of his war injuries.
  


  
    Robert Harris was a reporter on the BBC’s Panorama and Newsnight programmes before becoming Political Editor of the Observer in 1987, and then a columnist on the Sunday Times. His five non-fiction books include Selling Hitler (1986), an account of the forging of Hitler’s diaries. His first novel, Fatherland (1992), was shortlisted for the Whitbread First Novel Prize, and was followed by Enigma (1995) and Archangel (1998).
  


  
    Larry Heinemann was born in 1944 in Chicago, where he now lives with his wife and two children. In 1966 he was inducted into the army and served a tour of duty with the 25th Division in Vietnam as a combat infantryman. He is the author of two novels, Close Quarters (1977) and Paco’s Story (1986).
  


  
    Joseph Heller was born in 1923 in Brooklyn, New York. He served as a bombardier in the Second World War, afterwards attending the colleges of New York University and Columbia University and then Oxford, the last on a Fulbright scholarship. He then taught for two years at Pennsylvania State University before returning to New York, where he began a successful career in advertising. It was during this time that he had the idea for Catch-22. Working on the novel in spare moments and evenings at home, it took him eight years to complete and was first published in 1961.
  


  
    Heller’s second novel, Something Happened, was published in 1974, and was followed by Good as Gold (1979), God Knows (1984) and Closing Time (1994). His memoir, Now and Then: From Coney Island to Here, was published in 1998.
  


  
    Ernest Hemingway was born in 1899. His father was a doctor and he was the second of six children. Their home was at Oak Park, a Chicago suburb.
  


  
    In 1917 Hemingway joined the Kansas City Star as a cub reporter. The following year he volunteered to work as an ambulance driver on the Italian front where he was badly wounded but twice decorated for his services. He returned to America in 1919 and married in 1921. In 1922 he reported on the Greco-Turkish war, then two years later resigned from journalism to devote himself to fiction and settled in Paris.
  


  
    Hemingway’s first two published works were Three Stories and Ten Poems and In Our Time, but it was the satirical novel, The Torrents of Spring, which established his name more widely. His international reputation was firmly secured by his next three books: Fiesta, Men Without Women and A Farewell to Arms. He was passionately involved with bullfighting, big-game hunting and deep-sea fishing, and his writing reflected this. He visited Spain during the Civil War and described his experience in the bestseller, For Whom the Bell Tolls.
  


  
    Recognition of his position in contemporary literature came in 1954 when he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, following the publication of The Old Man and the Sea. Ernest Hemingway died in 1961.
  


  
    Sebastien Japrisot was born in Marseilles and was already a published writer at the age of seventeen. He received early recognition as a crime novelist, and is now one of France’s most popular writers. His novels have all been made into motion pictures, and he has himself written several screenplays.
  


  
    In Great Britain he built up a reputation with his crime stories, among them The Lady in the Car with Glasses and a Gun and The 10.30 from Marseilles. Japrisot won the Prix Interallié with A Very Long Engagement.
  


  
    James Jones was born in Robinson, Illinois, in 1922. He joined the army in 1939, rose to the rank of sergeant, and won a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. He was discharged from the army in 1944 and went on to study at the University of New York.
  


  
    His first novel, From Here to Eternity, was published in 1951 and became an instant bestseller. His other novels include Some Came Running (1957), The Pistol (1959), The Thin Red Line (1962), Go to the Widow Maker (1967), The Merry Month of May (1971) and A Touch of Danger (1973). James Jones died in 1977.
  


  
    Christopher J. Koch was born and educated in Tasmania. For a good deal of his life, he was a broadcasting producer. He worked for UNESCO in Indonesia, and has travelled extensively in Asia.
  


  
    Koch has been a full-time writer since 1972. He is the author of five novels – The Boys in the Island, Across the Sea Wall, The Year of Living Dangerously, The Doubleman and Highways to a War – and one collection of essays, Crossing the Gap. The screenplay of The Year of Living Dangerously, co-written by Koch, was nominated for an Academy Award. He now lives in Sydney.
  


  
    Wolfgang Koeppen was born in 1906 in Greifswald on the Baltic Coast. He had a career as a writer and journalist in Berlin before the Second World War, but his reputation is based essentially on the trilogy of novels he published shortly after it: Pigeons in the Grass (1951), The Hothouse (1953) and Death in Rome (1954). These books remain unequalled in postwar German fiction for their combination of stylistic innovation and trenchant political criticism. Subsequently, Koeppen has published travel books and a short memoir of his childhood, but no further fiction. He lives in Munich.
  


  
    Laurie Lee was born in Stroud, Gloucestershire, and educated at Slad village school and Stroud Central School. At the age of nineteen he walked to London and then travelled on foot through Spain, where he was trapped by the outbreak of the Civil War – to which he later returned by crossing the Pyrenees, as described in his book As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning.
  


  
    He published five books of poems: The Sun My Monument (1944); The Bloom of Candles (1947); My Many-Coated Man (1955), Pocket Poems (1960); and Selected Poems (1983). His other works include a verse play for radio, The Voyage of Magellan (1948); a record of his travels in Andalusia, A Rose for Winter (1955); The Firstborn (1964); a collection of his occasional writing, I Can’t Stay Long (1975); Two Women (1983); and three bestselling volumes of autobiography, Cider with Rosie (1959), which has sold over five million copies worldwide, As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning (1969), and A Moment of War (1991), now published together in one volume as Red Sky at Sunrise (1992). Laurie Lee died in 1998.
  


  
    Alistair MacLean, the son of a Scots Minister, was brought up in the Scottish Highlands. In 1941, at the age of eighteen, he joined the Royal Navy; two and a half years spent aboard a cruiser were later to give him the background for HMS Ulysses, his first novel. He went on to write twenty-nine bestselling novels, many of which have been filmed, including The Guns of Navarone, Force 10 from Navarone, Where Eagles Dare and Bear Island. He died in 1987.
  


  
    Norman Mailer was born in New Jersey in 1923. He grew up in Brooklyn and entered Harvard University to study engineering when he was only sixteen. During the Second World War, Mailer served in the Philippines, an experience which formed the basis of his debut novel, The Naked and the Dead.
  


  
    A major figure in postwar American literature, his other works include Barbary Shore, The Deer Park, Advertisements for Myself (for which he was awarded both the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award), Ancient Evenings, Harlot’s Ghost and, most recently, The Gospel According to the Son.
  


  
    David Malouf is recognized as one of Australia’s finest writers. His novels include Johnno, An Imaginary Life, Harland’s Half Acre, The Great World, Remembering Babylon and The Conversations at Curlow Creek. He has also written five collections of poetry and three opera libretti. He lives in Sydney.
  


  
    André Malraux was born in France in 1901 and educated in Paris where he studied archaeology and orientalism. His first visit to Asia was in 1923, when he became involved in revolutionary activities in China. The visit resulted in his book Les Conquérants (1928). This was followed by La Voie royale (1930) and La Condition humaine (1933), which won the Prix Goncourt.
  


  
    In the middle and late 1930s Malraux became one of France’s leading anti-Fascists, and organized a volunteer air squadron to fight for the Republicans in Spain. His novel dealing with the early part of the war in Spain, Days of Hope (1938), was written close to the events.
  


  
    After a distinguished career in the Second World War, Malraux became involved in the Gaullist movement. He was Minister of Information from 1945-6 and became Minister of State at the inception of the Fifth Republic in 1959. After de Gaulle’s withdrawal from politics in 1969, Malraux continued to be active both in the intellectual and the international fronts. He was a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, an Honorary Doctor of Civil Law at Oxford, an Officier de la Légion d’Honneur and a Compagnon de la Libération. Malraux died in 1976.
  


  
    Stratis Myrivilis was born in Sykamia, Lesbos in 1892. He wrote his first novel, Life in a Tomb, in journal form as a sergeant in the trenches of the Macedonian front. It became one of the most successful and widely read works of fiction in Greece since its publication in serial form in 1923–4, despite its inclusion on the list of censored books under both Metaxas and the German occupation. It is the first volume in a trilogy containing The Mermaid Madonna and The Schoolmistress with the Golden Eyes.
  


  
    A prolific author, Myrivilis was also an active journalist and broadcaster, being General Programme Director for the Greek National Broadcasting Institute from 1936 to 1951 (excluding the period of German occupation, when he was dismissed because of a broadcast he gave calling on Greeks to resist). After the war he was elected President of the National Society of Greek Writers. He died in 1969.
  


  
    Bao Ninh was born in Hanoi in 1952. During the Vietnam War he served in the Glorious 27th Youth Brigade. Of the five hundred who went to war with the brigade in 1969, he is one of the ten who survived. A huge bestseller in Vietnam, The Sorrow of War is his first novel.
  


  
    Tim O’Brien served as an infantryman in Vietnam and later worked as a national affairs reporter for the Washington Post. Born in Minnesota, he now lives in Boston, Massachusetts.
  


  
    When If I Die in a Combat Zone, his first book, was published in 1973, it established him as one of the leading American writers of his generation, a status that was confirmed when his novel Going After Cacciato won the 1979 National Book Award. His other books include The Things They Carried (1990), In the Lake of the Woods (1994) and Tomcat in Love (1999).
  


  
    Michael Ondaatje was born in Sri Lanka and lives in Toronto. His books include Coming Through Slaughter, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, The Cinnamon Peeler, Running in the Family, In the Skin of a Lion and The English Patient.
  


  
    Erich Maria Remarque was born in Osnabrück in 1898. Exiled from Nazi Germany, and deprived of his citizenship, he lived in America and Switzerland. His novels include All Quiet on the Western Front, The Road Back, Three Comrades, The Sparkling of Life and A Time to Love and a Time to Die. Remarque died in 1970.
  


  
    James Salter was born in New Jersey in 1925. He is the author of The Hunters (1957), The Arm of Flesh (1961), A Sport and a Pastime (1967), Light Years (1975), Solo Faces (1981), Dusk and Other Stories (1988) and his memoirs, Burning the Days (1997). He won the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction in 1989.
  


  
    Siegfried Sassoon was born at Brenchley, Kent, in 1886. He was educated at Marlborough Grammar School and Clare College, Cambridge. After university, he lived at home and wrote poems which were privately printed.
  


  
    He enlisted at the outbreak of the First World War and was sent to France as a second lieutenant where he won the Military Cross. In 1917 he threw his MC into the Mersey and publicly announced his refusal to go back to the front. He expected to be court-martialled but was sent to Craiglockart Hospital near Edinburgh, thanks to the intervention of his friend Robert Graves. There he befriended and encouraged the poet Wilfred Owen, before returning to his regiment, with whom he served in Palestine and France until July 1918.
  


  
    His attitude towards the war found fierce expression in his poetry, including the collections Counterattack (1918) and Satirical Poems (1926). His fiction includes the autobiographical trilogy, The Complete Memoirs of George Sherston, containing Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man (1928), Memoirs of an Infantry Officer (1930) and Sherston’s Progress (1936). He was awarded the CBE in 1951 and the Queen’s Medal for Poetry in 1957. Sassoon died in Heytesbury, Wiltshire, in 1967.
  


  
    Kurt Vonnegut was born in Indianapolis in 1922 and studied biochemistry at Cornell University. During the Second World War he served in Europe and, as a prisoner of war in Germany, witnessed the destruction of Dresden by Allied bombers, an experience which inspired his classic novel Slaughterhouse-Five. He is the author of fourteen other novels, most recently Timequake, a collection of stories and three non-fiction books. He lives in New York City.
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