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Introduction

The Historical Background

When Britain went to war with the Central Powers in 1914 she was ill-prepared to fight a prolonged campaign in continental Europe. The Regular Army might have been professional and well-equipped but it was small in number and relied on volunteers for its manpower. Most continental armies were large all-conscript forces. Nevertheless, by virtue of a pre-war understanding, Britain had agreed to provide an expeditionary force of four (later six) divisions which would fight on the left of the French Army in Flanders. British politicians believed that it would only be called upon to play a subsidiary role: they prophesied that the war would be over by Christmas and that Germany would be defeated on land by the armies of France and Russia and on sea by the ships of the Royal Navy.

The one exception was Field Marshal Earl Kitchener of Khartoum, Britain’s greatest living soldier, who had been appointed Secretary of State for War by the prime minister Herbert Henry Asquith on 5 August 1914. At his first cabinet meeting Kitchener astonished his colleagues by telling them that the war would last three years and that Britain would require one million men in arms to win it. Kitchener’s prestige, personified by his soldierly bearing and his bristling moustache, convinced the politicians and within two days of Britain’s declaration of war against Germany on 4 August 1914, the search had begun to raise the first 100,000 recruits. Before long, Kitchener’s instantly recognisable features were assisting that campaign as Alfred Leete’s famous recruiting poster began to be seen everywhere. Very few young men caught swithering outside the country’s recruiting offices found it easy to ignore Kitchener’s pointed admonition, ‘Your Country Needs You!’ By the end of October there were sufficient volunteers to form twelve new divisions and on one day alone 35,000 men enlisted, as many as had been recruited during the whole of 1913.

In Scotland, as in other parts of the country, the call to arms was shrill and insistent. ‘I feel certain that Scotsmen have only to know that the country urgently needs their services to offer them with the same splendid patriotism as they have always shown in the past,’ Kitchener told Sir Alexander Baird of Urie in a letter which was given considerable prominence in the Scottish press on 19 August. ‘Tell them from me, please, that their services were never more needed than they are today, and that I rely confidently on a splendid response to the national appeal.’

Kitchener’s request had not fallen on deaf ears. Within a day of the declaration of war the army’s recruiting office in Cockburn Street in Edinburgh was reported to be a hive of industry and by the end of the month the Glasgow Herald announced that 20,000 men had enlisted at the Glasgow recruiting office in the Gallowgate. From other parts of Scotland came news of equally high figures of enlistment – 1,500 from Coatbridge, 900 from Clydebank, 940 from Dumbarton and 750 from Alloa. In Edinburgh, the entire Watsonian rugby XV joined up together in the 9th Royal Scots, the famous ‘Dandy Ninth’. A recruiting booth at the local Derby match between Heart of Midlothian and Hibernian also attracted good business.

Recruits in Inverness rushed to join a special battalion of the Cameron Highlanders that was being formed by D.W. Cameron of Lochiel. He had offered his personal guarantee that ‘at the end of the war the battalion will be brought back to Inverness where it will be disbanded with all possible despatch.’ Other landowners were less generous. On 29 August the Earl of Wemyss gave notice that every able-bodied man aged between 18 and 30 at present working on his estates would be put on half-pay for the duration of the war, and their jobs kept open, provided they joined up. ‘If they do not enlist,’ continued the Earl’s offer, ‘they will be compelled to leave my employment.’

With or without blandishments, Scotland had always provided fertile territory for the army’s recruiting sergeants: at the outbreak of war in 1914, 17 out of the Regular Army’s 157 infantry battalions were Scots in name and origin and Scots accounted for ten per cent of the manpower of the Territorial Force which had been raised in 1908 out of the old volunteers.

By 1919, six of the 70 divisions of the Kitchener armies were Scottish divisions: two, the 9th (Scottish) and the 15th (Scottish) were New Army divisions, comprising battalions raised by Lord Kitchener’s appeal; and the remaining four, the 51st (Highland), 52nd (Lowland), 64th (Highland) and 65th (Lowland) were made up largely of soldiers from the Territorial Force. In addition to these formations, two battalions of the Scots Guards fought in France as members of the Guards Division and the Royal Scots Greys served throughout the war with the Cavalry Division. Scottish troops also served with expatriate territorial regiments like the London Scottish, the Liverpool Scottish and Tyneside Scottish and in support arms like the artillery, engineers and supply corps. Of the half-million Scots who volunteered to serve their country in the First World War some 125,000 were killed in action or died on active service, one-sixth of the total British and Empire casualty list.

Seventy after years the carnage and destruction of the First World War it is not easy to explain fully the reasons why Scots proved to be such enthusiastic volunteers. In the autumn of 1914 many ordinary people certainly felt ennobled by the exhilaration of war and regarded it as a glorious adventure. Even after the first offensive battles of 1915 – Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge, Loos – during which the British Army sustained heavy casualties, recruiting in Scotland remained higher than in many other parts of the country. It was only when conscription was introduced in May 1916 that the numbers began to level out.

One of the most popular manifestations of the volunteering craze in 1914 and 1915 was the formation of ‘pals’ battalions – so-called because they kept together volunteers from the same cities or towns, or from working, sporting or social backgrounds. All told, 304 ‘pals’ battalions were formed during the war and although the title was never officially recognised in Scotland, the concept did catch on, especially in Edinburgh and Glasgow.

At the beginning of the war the Glasgow Boys’ Brigade, inspired by their treasurer David Laidlaw, had volunteered to form a battalion of the Highland Light Infantry. This offer had been turned down. Laidlaw then approached the Cameron Highlanders which was not a Glasgow regiment but finally achieved success when the Glasgow Corporation gave the go-ahead to the formation of a Highland Light Infantry Glasgow Tramways Battalion. Wearing their green uniforms and marching behind a pipe band, the motormen and conductors paraded through the streets of Glasgow to George Square where they presented themselves for enlistment on 7 September. Approval was given for 1,102 men to enlist and to a man they joined the Highland Light Infantry, becoming its 15th battalion. Under the aegis of James Dalrymple, Glasgow’s transport manager, the Coplawhill tramways depot became a giant recruiting hall and it took just 16 hours to enlist the new battalion.

Encouraged by the scheme’s success, official approval was given to the Glasgow Boys’ Brigade to form a 16th battalion, a move which caused a great deal of public excitement and enthusiasm in the city. A few days later, a third ‘pals’ battalion, the 17th Highland Light Infantry, was formed at the instigation of the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, with recruits being enrolled in the Lesser Hall of the Merchants’ House. ‘Never will it be said that men who were connected with the Boys’ Brigade movement throughout the length and breadth of the United Kingdom and Ireland funked in the hour of Britain’s need,’ noted a zealously patriotic journalist in the Glasgow Post.

But that togetherness reaped a bitter harvest. More than 500 ex-members of the Boys’ Brigade, all from Glasgow and many from the same street or district, died during the Battle of the Somme in 1916. Many of them fell during the first hours of the battle, attacking a German defensive position known as the Leipzig Redoubt on 1 July; some of those who survived only lived to die on the Hohenzollern Ridge during the last days of the battle in November. The camaraderie they shared in life was also theirs in death, and the monument to the dead of the 51st (Highland) Division, who fought alongside them at the Somme, echoes that sentiment. It looks across to Beaumont Hamel and its inscription would have raised a wry smile from those Boys’ Brigade ‘pals’. Translated from Gaelic – Là a’ bhlàir’s math na càirdean – it reads simply, ‘Friends are good on the day of battle.’

Other regiments have equally heroic, yet tragic, stories to tell for none of the Scottish formations which fought in the First World War escaped high casualties when fighting in the killing grounds of the Western Front, Gallipoli, Palestine or Mesopotamia. The 7th Royal Scots suffered their first losses before they even reached the front line. Of their number, 217 were killed in a terrible railway accident at Quintinshill near Gretna in May 1915 – at that time it was the worst accident in British railway history. At Loos in September 1915 the 15th (Scottish) Division lost many of its men in the opening minutes of the battle when British gas drifted back into their trenches. In spite of this the Scottish regiments pressed home their attacks on the Loos and Lens Redoubts, inspired by the playing of Piper Laidlaw of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Undaunted by the German barrage he rallied his fellow Scots by marching on the parapet of the trenches in full view of the enemy, playing the pipes for all he was worth. He was awarded the Victoria Cross for this feat; it was well-deserved for the attack might not have gone ahead without his encouragement – many of the survivors admitted later that they had been ‘dazed by gas’.

Three battalions of the Royal Scots served in the Gallipoli theatre of operations where it was intended to open a second front: they suffered 40 per cent casualties for no tactical gain. During the Retreat from Mons in 1914 the 1,000-strong 1st Royal Scots Fusiliers was reduced to seventy men commanded by a young subaltern.

At Neuve Chapelle the 2nd Cameronians (Scottish Rifles) had 70 per cent casualties during a frontal attack across open ground on the German lines. A few weeks later, over the same ground, three battalions of the Black Watch took part in the Battle of Aubers Ridge: although the 1st battalion took its objective it was forced to retire with heavy losses due to lack of support. The 2nd Seaforth Highlanders lost 500 men during the attack on Beaumont Hamel on the first day of the Battle of the Somme and on the same sector during the same period the 5th Cameron Highlanders suffered equally high casualties. For the Gordons and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders the Somme told the same story: the 2nd Gordons lost 450 men at Mametz on the first day and a fortnight later the 10th Argylls lost 400 casualties during a surprise dawn attack on the German lines at Longueval.

At the war’s end it was decided to raise a national monument to commemorate the sacrifice of the Scottish soldiers who had fought in the First World War. The project began as a Scottish protest against a proposal to erect a United Kingdom memorial in Hyde Park in London: one of the supporters of the Scottish scheme was the Duke of Atholl who said that ‘if the Scottish nation wanted a memorial they would put it up with their own hands, in their own country, and with their own money.’

And so it turned out. Edinburgh Castle was chosen as the most suitable site for the Scottish National War Memorial and after many controversies the completed structure was inaugurated by the Prince of Wales in 1928. Designed largely by Sir Robert Lorimer and emblazoned by the work of Scotland’s leading decorators it is a moving symbol of national sacrifice. Each regiment has its own memorial in the main gallery and there are also memorials to the men and women who gave their lives in other services during the First World War – the Royal Navy, the Royal Flying Corps, the Voluntary Aid Detachment, the Women’s Land Army, amongst many others. ‘Whatever the final verdict may be,’ wrote the novelist and historian Ian Hay in Their Name Liveth (1931), ‘that vanished generation have left behind them something which neither time can efface nor posterity belittle.’

The Literary Background

At the time of the outbreak of the First World War Scottish literature was in the doldrums. Robert Louis Stevenson, Scotland’s greatest writer of the late nineteenth century, had died in 1894, without his promise being completely fulfilled. Much of the poetry that was being published was either sentimental, historical verse or the mystical vapours of the Celtic Twilight. Fiction had been left behind in ‘the Kailyard’, the catch-all phrase used by J. H. Millar in the April 1895 issue of the New Review to describe the novels of J. M. Barrie, S. R. Crockett and Ian Maclaren. Here was a well-defined arcadia of village life, a school of rural sentimentality which ignored the ills of turn-of-the-century Scotland, its industrial development, poverty and high mortality rate. Of Scottish drama there was nothing to be said until the 1920s. Critics like Millar and T. F. Henderson regarded Scottish writing in an overall British literary context and both doubted if Scots as a literary language was capable of survival in the twentieth century. Even Scottish publishing, for so long a vital force, was in decline by 1914. As Cairns Craig has pointed out in the opening sentences of his History of Scottish Literature (vol. IV), it was a barren enough period.

When T. S. Eliot, in a review in 1919, asked, ‘Was There a Scottish Literature?’ the past tense perspective seemed all too appropriate to the possibilities of Scottish literature surviving into the twentieth century as an independent cultural force. Scotland, politically more integrated into British society by the efforts of the First World War than it had ever been before, and seemingly culturally absorbed into English values by its participation in the previous century’s imperial ambitions, had to look back to the era of Scott for a time when a writer’s presentation of Scotland and the Scots had received international attention and literary recognition.

The signs of hope in the territory were few and far between. In 1901 George Douglas Brown had exposed the limitations of the Kailyard school in his novel The House With The Green Shutters. Having borrowed many of the features of the Kailyard – the rural setting, the raised expectations and a familiar cast of characters – he had then destroyed them by showing the impact caused by external social change. John MacDougall Hay had employed a similar structure in Gillespie (1914) which includes many of the themes explored by Brown. Although neither writer was to produce further fiction, both The House With The Green Shutters and Gillespie pointed to one direction which could be taken by twentieth century Scottish fiction.

The years before the First World War had also seen a revival of verse written in the vernacular. Much of it was coy or romantic nature poetry but there were exceptions written in the natural idioms of spoken speech. John Buchan, whom MacDiarmid was later to describe as ‘the Dean of the Faculty of Contemporary Scottish Letters,’ was a vigorous critic of the Kailyard school and in 1907 he had become editor of the Scottish Review. Its aim, he told Lord Rosebery, was ‘to deal with all interests, literary, political and social, with something Scottish in the point of view. We want to make it the centre of a Scottish school of letters such as Edinburgh had a hundred years ago.’ Buchan had also written, without publishing them, a number of passable poems in Scots although he was to admit in his introduction to Poems, Scots and English (1917) that ‘Scots has never been to me a book-tongue; I could always speak it more easily than I could write it; and I dare to hope that the faults of my verses, great as they are, are not those of an antiquarian exercise.’

Better known to most readers was the poetry of Charles Murray, a poet from the north-east of Scotland who continued to write in the vernacular despite living in South Africa. In his often anthologised poem ‘The Whistle’, he shows a lively feeling for the language and cadences of the Aberdeenshire farming countryside, and he was to say in later life that it was ‘simply inevitable’ that he chose to write in his native dialect. Other north-east poets who followed in Murray’s steps, both during and after the war, include Marion Angus, Violet Jacob, David Rorie and Mary Symon. (There is a full discussion of the vigorous growth of the vernacular poetry of the north-east before the war in Colin Milton’s essay ‘Modern Poetry in Scots before MacDiarmid’ in History of Scottish Literature, vol. IV.)

The first reaction to the declaration of war in Scotland, as in other parts of Britain, was one of excitement and relief. Very few people envisaged that it would be a war of entrenchment and within a day or two of the decision most newspapers were talking about the hostilities being over by Christmas. Indeed, it was an indication of British optimism that volunteers were originally signed on for six months, or for the duration of the war, whichever was the longer.

The smooth mobilisation of the British Expeditionary Force, the best equipped and most professional army to have left Britain’s shores, was a further example of the no-nonsense approach that would surely give a sharp riposte to German pretensions in Europe. That sense of enthusiastic conviction gave the early weeks of the war an unreal quality, creating a feeling that war was a glorious adventure and that man had been transformed and liberated from the doldrums of a humdrum existence. It found its truest expression in Rupert Brooke’s poem ‘Peace’ and in Herbert Asquith’s equally emotionally charged sonnet ‘The Volunteer’ but it struck a chord, too, in the actions of ordinary people who felt ennobled by the exhilaration of war. Chivalry, self-sacrifice and heroism were the catchwords of those first weeks and there were very few who did not respond to their call. Neil Munro, for example, was too old to enlist but his poem, ‘Hey Jock, are ye glad ye ’listed?’ is typical of the tub-thumping patriotism that permeated the last months of 1914. The mood found an echo, too, in the English poems of Pittendreigh MacGillivray which he published under the telling title, Pro Patria.

Two Scottish poets spoke out against the glory of war and condemned the gadarene rush to ‘hate the Hun’: Charles Hamilton Sorley and Ewart Alan MacKintosh. Both were similar in that they were born into Scottish families but were brought up and educated in England and stand, therefore, somewhat outside the Scottish literary tradition of the time. Both, though, were aware of their heritage – MacKintosh was a Gaelic speaker and Sorley admitted that he felt no sense of patriotism towards England. In fact, Sorley had an ambivalent attitude towards the war and towards Germany, having spent a semester at the University of Jena early in 1914. He realised that he had to serve his country but he refused to take the sentimental approach of the jingoist: there is a delicate sense of irony in the refrain of one of his earliest war poems, ‘All the hills and dales along’ which he wrote shortly after enlisting.

Sow your gladness for earth’s reaping,

So you may be glad though sleeping.

Strew your gladness on earth’s bed,

So be merry, so be dead.

MacKintosh, too, refused to be taken in completely by the spirit of jingoism. Although some of his early poems exult in the excitement and glory of battle, his exposure to warfare soon changed his tune. There is a world of difference between Neil Munro’s romantic view of the volunteer, which is very much a civilian attitude, and MacKintosh’s sarcastic opinion of ‘fat civilians’ and ‘girls with feathers’ (‘Recruiting’) who push young men into uniform.

Sorley first saw action in France in 1915 when his battalion was posted to the Western Front in the Ypres sector, the scene of some of the first great fighting of the war. It was then that he had his first experience of violent death when one of his bombers blew himself up whilst handling a grenade. Unlike some of the contemporary English war poets like Brooke and Julian Grenfell, who exulted in the glory of laying down one’s life for one’s country, Sorley recognised the absolute otherness of death.

 . . . we tried

To live as of your presence unaware.

But now in every road on every side

We see your straight and steadfast signpost there.

There is a good deal of moral indignation in the focus of Sorley’s poetry, much of which was written while he was in the front line – his poem ‘When you see millions of the mouthless dead’ was found in his kitbag after his death. By then Sorley had seen through the romantic myth of war but unlike Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, for example, he shied away from describing in realistic detail the conditions endured by men in battle. (‘One is hardened by now: purged of all false pity,’ he wrote to his friend Arthur Watts.) Instead, he saw war as a nightmarish activity, quite separate from the experiences of ordinary day-to-day life. This was a common feeling amongst men who had seen active service – Owen used to keep photographs of casualties to show to those civilians who praised war. Men felt that it was impossible to convey the horrors they had endured and many descriptions have a dreamlike or grotesque quality which distances the reader from the subject.

The obverse was a desire to shock readers out of their complacency. Owen did this to good effect in ‘Dulce et decorum est’ and after his experiences on the Somme it informs most of Sassoon’s poetry. (‘Blighters’ is a good example.) The idea of the poet as witness was particularly strong among those writers who experienced combat during large-scale infantry battles like the Somme and Third Ypres (Passchendaele). They believed that they had to come to terms with the experience and then record it so that others could understand it, too. For that reason Owen described the effects of a gas attack as realistically as he could.

Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.

By burning the spongy tissues of the lung, mustard gas really did cause men to ‘drown’: Owen was not exaggerating. A similar sense of outrage is found in Roderick Watson Kerr’s ‘From the Line’ and no one reading ‘A Dead Man’ could be left in much doubt about the effects of death on the human frame.

Did that thing live of late?

That sodden thing of ebony head

With empty holes that gape?

In like vein neither Joseph Lee nor W. D. Cocker, both front-line soldiers, could see any glory in killing the enemy. In poems like ‘The Sniper’ and ‘The Bullet’ they saw that, in killing, the killer himself was diminished.

By the beginning of 1915 stalemate had come to the Western Front and the war leaders – British, French and German – were at a loss to know how to break it. The spring battles of Aubers and Neuve Chapelle ended in failure, as did the unwanted and unnecessary Battle of Loos in September that same year. With the heavy casualties and the increasing need for more men the numbers of volunteers began to fall and conscription was introduced in May 1916, two months before the costly Battle of the Somme.

War weariness began to infiltrate civilian life and this was noticed especially by the women writers who waited at home. The poetry of Violet Jacob and Mary Symon reveals some of the despair felt by the wives and mothers at the slaughter of so many men on the world’s battle-fronts. (This feeling was not confined to women as Harry Lauder’s memoirs testify.) In her long poem, ‘The Glen’s Muster-Roll’ Mary Symon extended that sense of personal loss to other rural communities which had been touched by the carnage of war. In that respect, her poem, though rooted in a community which she knew well, attains a universality of feeling through the dominie’s articulation of his personal sorrow.

On another level the war revolutionised the position of women in the community by putting them into the industrial work-force. When the war ended women workers demonstrated against their removal from these jobs, a further sign of the radicalism which was one of the war’s lasting consequences in Scotland. In 1915 women on Clydeside had started a rent strike in the west of Scotland against the high rents demanded by their landlords. Workers in the shipyards and engineering works stopped work to show their solidarity and the concept of ‘Red Clydeside’ was born. James D. MacDougall, a socialist leader, said of this time: ‘Jingoism was at a discount in Glasgow from the very beginning of the war; it was the sole place in the British empire where there was perfect freedom of speech for international socialists and opponents of the war.’ (‘Clyde Labour: A Study in Political Change’, Nineteenth Century, 5 February 1927.) Scotland’s emergent radicalism found a hero in the figure of John Maclean who advocated a termination of hostilities and the overthrow of capitalism. He was also an opponent of conscription and was imprisoned on four occasions during the war. Examples of his writing, though not strictly literary, have been included to show that in Scotland there was a vocal body of opposition to the war and that ultimate victory brought economic depression instead of the hoped-for triumph of free enterprise.

In addition to the poetry of war published during the conflict, there was also an outpouring of prose, both fiction and non-fiction. Partly this was in response to the need for an articulate response to the horrors of war; partly, too, the prose pieces in the shape of diaries and letters describe what was happening at the time. The letters of Sorley and MacDiarmid and the diary of Naomi Mitchison fall into this category. Equally significant is the prose which was written after the war and which thus provides a more measured response. James Bridie, Eric Linklater and Compton Mackenzie all continued to be fascinated by the war long after it was over and went back to it to use the raw material in different forms. It would have been surprising had they not done so for all had different experiences of combat. Linklater and Bridie were under fire in front-line positions and Mackenzie experienced the ill-starred campaign in Gallipoli. Naturally, in each case, there is a strong sense of the writer distancing himself from past events, and in the case of Bridie and Linklater of making light of the difficulties, but they still managed to convey the horror, futility and boredom of war.

With the exception of John Buchan’s Mr Standfast no Scottish fiction of any merit was written during the war. Campbell’s Spud Tamson and Bell’s Wee MacGreegor Enlists are off-shoots of the Kailyard school, but extracts from them have been included as a prose counterpart to the poems of Munro and MacGillivray. James Leslie Mitchell was too young to enlist but he was a serviceman in the immediate post-war years and some of the survivors’ stories found their way into his novel The Thirteenth Disciple. Under the pen-name of Lewis Grassic Gibbon he wrote the Scots Quair trilogy whose immediate background is the break up of the already declining crofting communities in the aftermath of the First World War; in turn this led to the disintegration of small-town life and the turmoil of the strike-ridden cities of the 1920s.

Of the poetry written by Scots during the First World War, Sorley’s is best remembered and has featured prominently in anthologies of British war poetry. (Parsons, Silkin et al.) W. D. Cocker, Roderick Watson Kerr, Joseph Lee, Ewart Alan MacKintosh and J. B. Salmond, all front-line soldiers, have been largely (and unjustly) forgotten, a poor recompense for all their endeavours. MacKintosh was killed on active service and was unable to fulfil his potential; the other four turned to journalism and their poetry never developed beyond the lightweight verses they had written before the war. It could be claimed for them that they found their true voices fighting in a war that was supposed to end wars. They confronted unimagined degrees of horror, yet discovered on the battlefield a sense of truth, and, in so doing, they have helped us today to understand more completely the endurance and the courage of the men who fought and died during the First World War. When peace came in November 1918, concepts like honour, heroism, patriotism, duty and glory had changed utterly, not just through the experience of a dreadful war, but also through the response of the poets to that experience.

Salmond wrote most of his war poetry in the vernacular and is easily identified as a Scottish writer but there is another aspect of his work which separates it from the English experience. This is the so-called ‘reductive idiom’ which runs through so much Scottish literature, the ‘cocking a snook’ at those in authority. Salmond was an establishment figure, the editor of a respected magazine, and later an official of the University of St Andrews, but his poem ‘Any Private to Any Private’ reveals the antipathy towards the war felt by many ordinary soldiers.

They’ll pester her, and crack a dagoned lot;

An’ Heaven kens, they’ll lave her awfu’ ticht.

‘A burden to the State.’ Her Wullie’s shot.

I kenna, hoo I canna lauch the nicht.

There are echoes in this poem of the conversational style of Sassoon’s ‘Base Details’ but here Salmond is taking the point of view – and the voice – of a private soldier sickened by the death of his best friend and angered by a newspaper statement that war widows might become a burden to the state. Kerr created the same effect in his poem ‘The Corpse’. The speaker introduces the idea of the dead lying on the battlefield after the shooting has stopped – a common First World War image – and then brings the poem to a close with the chilling words: ‘Thank God! it had a sack/ Upon its face.’ It is also worth comparing the change that had taken place between MacKintosh’s early view of the war as expressed in ‘Cha Till MacCruimein’ and the ironic disgust of ‘Ghosts of War’, his last poem, written shortly before his death.

Three Gaelic poets deserve mention: Donald MacDonald (Dòmhnall Ruadh Chorùna), John Munro (Iain Rothach) and Murdo Murray (Murchadh Moireach). All three served as front-line soldiers and wrote about their experiences in France. Munro’s and Murray’s work was published in James Thomson’s An Dileab in 1930 and Murray’s writings appeared in Luach na Saorsa in 1970. This extraordinary volume also contains Murray’s war diary which was written in both English and Gaelic, a fluctuation which, according to Derick Thomson, was typical of the ‘bilingual and bicultural influence’ of that period. Murray also translated into Gaelic Charles Murray’s poem ‘A Sough O’ War’.

Twenty years after the outbreak of the First World War, Hugh MacDiarmid addressed Scotland in his poem ‘Towards a new Scotland’, and asked:

Was it for little Belgium’s sake

Sae mony thoosand Scotsmen dee’d?

And never ane for Scotland fegs

Wi’ twenty thoosand mair need!

In a sense MacDiarmid (Grieve) had already answered the question himself. On his demobilisation from the army Grieve had been transfigured, literally and metaphysically. ‘With an almost military precision he began putting his plan to transform the Scottish cultural scene into action and within a few years Quartermaster-Sergeant Grieve had metamorphosed into Hugh MacDiarmid, the modern Scottish vernacular poet and leader of what he was optimistically to call the “Scottish Renaissance”. (Catherine Kerrigan, ‘MacDiarmid’s Early Poetry’ in History of Scottish Literature, vol. IV.)

MacDiarmid’s first serious publication was Northern Numbers (1920) an anthology based on Edward Marsh’s Georgian Poetry. It was followed by two further editions in 1921 and 1922 and the contributors included John Buchan, Violet Jacob, Roderick Watson Kerr, Joseph Lee, Neil Munro, Charles Murray and Mary Symon. He founded a magazine, the Scottish Chapbook and began to challenge Scottish literary assumptions in a series of articles for the Scottish Educational Journal under the title of ‘Contemporary Scottish Studies’. He began writing poetry in Scots and from these efforts he evolved the idea of a Scottish renaissance movement whose aim was to dissociate Scottish writing from the sentimentality of the vernacular based poetry of the late nineteenth century and to bring it into line with contemporary European thinking. His campaign for the revival of Scots letters also had a political aspect: he was one of the founders of the Scottish section of PEN and in 1928 he joined the National Party of Scotland.

During the war Grieve wrote little of any value for publication – one poem ‘A Salonikan Storm Song’ is faintly embarrassing – but as Alan Bold points out in his critical biography (1988) MacDiarmid had used his time in the military to good effect by developing his literary and political ideas.

He no longer saw inconsistency as a vice but as an artistic virtue; he was no longer alarmed by his impetuosity. Politically he had become more extreme. Dissatisfied with the parliamentary socialism of the ILP and the Fabian Society he was moving towards a revolutionary faith, one that took account of the failure of the Easter Rising in Ireland and the success of the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia. Having seen men die for ‘gallant little Belgium’ and the ‘honour of England’ he now held firmly nationalistic opinions about the economic state and inferior political status of Scotland.

Although Grieve had not seen combat as a soldier, once demobilised he turned his powers of energy and aggression to change the face of Scottish literature. Like Yeats, Eliot and Pound he was aware of the post-war exhaustion of English culture and of the need to explore new means of national self-expression, hence his ‘discovery’ of Scots as a literary language. MacDiarmid was also aware that the war had changed the cohesion of European civilisation in general. In those circumstances it would be the duty of countries like Scotland to redeem those cultural values; and like many others he realised that the First World War had been fought to protect the rights of small nations. In that respect the First World War hastened the development of Scottish literature, and the men and women who wrote and published poetry and prose influenced by the war can be seen today as harbingers of that change.


POETRY



John Buchan

1875–1940

John Buchan was born in Perth the son of a minister of the Free Church of Scotland. He was educated at Hutcheson’s Grammar School, Glasgow University and Brasenose College, Oxford. After a short career as a barrister and journalist he served with Lord Milner in South Africa between 1901 and 1903; at the outbreak of the First World War he was a director of the publishing firm of Thomas Nelson. Physically unfit for service in the armed forces, Buchan served his country in other important capacities. In 1915 he visited the Western Front as a special correspondent of The Times; he was attached to Haig’s GHQ as an observer and in 1917 he was appointed Director of Information and, under Lord Beaverbrook, virtual head of the British propaganda effort. Many of Buchan’s closest friends were killed during the war – his brother Alistair, Raymond Asquith, Tommy Nelson – and his poem ‘Home Thoughts from Abroad’ was written in response to their deaths. Buchan also wrote, almost single-handed, the 24 volumes of Nelson’s History of the War.

Source: John Buchan, Poems, Scots and English, Edinburgh and London: Thomas Nelson, 1917


On Leave

I had auchteen months o’ the war,

Steel and pouther and reek,

Fitsore, weary and wauf,–

Syne I got hame for a week.

Daft-like I entered the toun,

I scarcely kenned for my ain.

I sleepit twae days in my bed,

The third I buried my wean.

The wife sat greetin’ at hame,

While I wandered oot to the hill,

My hert as cauld as a stane,

But my heid gaun roond like a mill.

I wasna the man I had been,–

Juist a gangrel dozin’ in fits;–

The pin had faun oot o’ the warld,

And I doddered amang the bits.

I clamb to the Lammerlaw

And sat me doun on the cairn;–

The best o’ my freends were deid,

And noo I had buried my bairn;–

The stink o’ the gas in my nose,

The colour o’ bluid in my ee,

And the biddin’ o’ Hell in my lug

To curse my Maker and dee.

But up in that gloamin’ hour,

On the heather and thymy sod,

Wi’ the sun gaun doun in the Wast

I made my peace wi’ God.

 . . . . .

I saw a thoosand hills,

Green and gowd i’ the licht,

Roond and backit like sheep,

Huddle into the nicht.

But I kenned they werena hills,

But the same as the mounds ye see

Doun by the back o’ the line

Whaur they bury oor lads that dee.

They were juist the same as at Loos

Whaur we happit Andra and Dave.–

There was naething






















































PROSE


Further Reading

SCOTTISH LITERATURE

Bold, Alan, Modern Scottish Literature, London: Longman, 1983

Craig, Cairns, (ed.), The History of Scottish Literature, vol. IV, Aberdeen: AUP, 1987

Hart, Francis Russell, The Scottish Novel: A Critical Survey, London: John Murray, 1978

Harvie, Christopher, No Gods and Precious Few Heroes, Scotland 1914–1980, London: Edward Arnold, 1981

Lindsay, Maurice, History of Scottish Literature, London: Robert Hale, 1977

Royle, Trevor, Macmillan Companion to Scottish Literature, London: Macmillan, 1983

Smout, T. C. A Century of the Scottish People 1830–1950, London: William Collins, 1986

Thomson, Derick, An Introduction to Gaelic Poetry, London: Gollancz, 1974

Watson, Roderick, The Literature of Scotland, London: Macmillan, 1984

LITERATURE OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR

Bergonzi, Bernard, Heroes’ Twilight, London: Constable, 1965

Cross, Tim, The Lost Voices of World War I, London: Bloomsbury, 1988

Fussell, Paul, The Great War and Modern Memory, Oxford: OUP, 1975

Gardner, Brian (ed.), Up the Line to Death, London: Methuen 1964

Giddings, Robert (ed.), The War Poets, London: Bloomsbury, 1988

Johnston, John H., English Poetry of the First World War, Oxford: OUP, 1964

Parsons, Ian, Men Who March Away: Poems of the First World War, London: Chatto & Windus, 1964

Silkin, Jon, Out of Battle, Oxford: OUP, 1972; (ed.), The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry, London: Penguin, 1979; (ed., with Jon Glover), The Penguin Book of First World War Prose, London: Viking, 1989

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
In Flanders Fields

Scottish Poetry and Prose of the First
World War

Edited by Trevor Royle






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
EDINBURGH AND LONDON





