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Within the ranks of a beleaguered army, hearts and thoughts turn towards home. A whole generation of young men, torn asunder by ravages of war, tormented by what would become known as the ‘Devil’s Breath’. From the rats that scampered around the dying, to the machines of steel trampling everything under their rolling treads, to the flying bullets and double-edged bayonets, the barbed-wire fencing and blood-curdling screams, ‘no man’s land’ became representative of hell.

As the demons of war raged around them, many a young man sat with a pen between their shaking fingers to write their fears: their desperation over a life that was fading…
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In Memory of Alfred Edwards (1894 – 1916)

Son of Agnes Edwards, who was shot through the head at the hands of a sniper after carrying a comrade to the medical team on 3rd September 1916 near Guillemont Farm, Guillemont -

The Battle of the Somme.

This book may also be indicative to all soldiers who did not come home from the Great War, World War 1 1914- 1918, also significant to those who died in World War 2 1939 – 1945, and subsequent wars.

We are but the dust where other men walk.

As you read these poems I would like you to imagine the war-torn fields of

France 1914- 1918

Booming guns, barbed wire, and a never-ending stream of trenches –

The riverine of dust where young men – uniforms covered by the dirt of cratered mud and the dried blood of a comrade, huddled within the pools of brown water congregating around their feet. Or when summer came these fly infested moats became pits of disease where the odour of human excrement, rats, and unwashed bodies mixed with the heat.

They knew fear – not as we know fear, but a black gaping hole deep inside themselves representing ‘nothing’; no thought of the past, no peace for the present, no excitement for the future. For this part of France was ‘No-Man’s Land’ – a term used by soldiers to describe a strip of ground between the opposing trenches of the German and Allied armies, snaking along the Western Front as far as the battlefield extended.

Land where death and corruption met; fusing together in a solid block of evil.

It became a metaphor for the Gladiator’s arena of old; a bloody field where young men faced the roar of a deadly lion, in the guise of a bullet, a battle shell, or burning chemical weapons; i.e. Mustard gas. Once their feet stepped across the parapet of a shelter, the jeer of the crowd symbolised by the noise of the guns, led to the loss of limbs, internal organs, or more often than not, their life. Their ’Caesar’s thumb became the shrill blow of a whistle; the commander’s voice demanding their ultimate submission to orders.

This command to war was for country – that beloved perimeter of land whose shores are lapped upon by a sea that can be either tranquil or rough; where the hearts of loved ones reside in ignorance to the horror of battle, and the United flag flutters alongside the flags of the Allied Armies.

The price for freedom – the gladiator of youth into the arena of death.

The few who made it home would be scarred for life; memories of a time and place that they alone could visit. No solace of grief could relieve their heart of a conflict that trapped their subconscious in an eternal hell hole, where dark shadows of desolation and horror threw the bones of beloved comrades onto a pyre of rotting corpses, and the pain of separation imbeds the heart into the dungeons of Lucifer’s prisons.

I have tried, in memory of a man whom I never knew, yet through the genetics of family are connected, to bring the horror of his battlefield to life. To convey those dark shadows of abandoned dissolution, when the soul thrashes for a mooring; understanding fleeing with each passing moment, breathing becomes a chore, living a complication, and praying – second nature.

’In the face of death, brothers unite’

As the words of these poems are written for a soldier of the Great War, we must not forget the women who served along the Western Front as nurses. It is also true that these poems would hold fast for men and women who gave their lives in the Second World War; countless conflicts since, and into the future.





Dust on their Boots

Can you hear the trudge of feet- the sound of excited young men

as cropping the grass aside the road we march to the lion’s den.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; anger in our minds – the excitement of war.

A waft of a curtain, a wave of a hand, as in-land our weary feet tread -

the allied army file with pride – in the home of the forgotten dead.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; anger in our hearts – the complication of war.

Behind us rolls the ocean- laden with young men’s fears-

before our eyes the fire of hell; it’s bell tolls in our ears.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; anger in our throats – the demons of war.

On, on, and on we trek, the song of victory rings –

praying, hoping, wishing, the scorpion would lose its sting.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; anger in the guns – the instruments of war.

Feet have thoughts of fleeing; yet hearts are steadfast and strong

the battle that is looming – the retribution of the wronged.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; fire in hands – the enemy of war.

Like boys we came. Like men we will die

far from home – a silent cry.

Dust on our boots, sun in our eyes; anger in my penning -

“The futility of war”









Sunset

It is a cold day – half past three I think,

the sun is setting in a wintry sky, and

I try to grasp a cigarette between

my shaking fingers – take from its

warmth in this foreign land.

We sit -

huddled together in a mud

filled ditch, the others and I -

watching the blood red of a dying orb

spread across this field of war – smell

the decaying limbs, as we suck on the

unfiltered end of a soothing stick.

Silence fills the air...

Silence that is, as guns cease to fire,

and men halt their screams.

I sigh -

think of the last time I saw your

face – my body slumped in your embrace,

my face hidden from the truth in your eyes.

I tremble -

as the smoke smarts my tired mind, and

the tar blackens my weary lungs.

Then -

my gaze follows the spiritual hand painting

the grey laden sky -

vermilion;

homage to the rotting dead- an elegy to the

souls of men -

sons’ like me,

accidents of war -

casualties of other men’s musings.

Like ghosts -

the moon creeps in, chasing away the glorious

effigy of its counterpart, dressing the ground

with lacy shadows – homage to the noble features

of they that lay rigid.

I inhale -

for all I am worth, the last sweet dregs of tobacco.

I douse -

slump my weary body

into the cloisters of darkness.





The Battle Cry

The cry of young men renders the air

as their feet claw the dark caked earth-

a mound to climb with a gun in their hand,

and the sun beating down from the sky.

A trembling fear their mind will suppress

as fingers hold tight to the notch-

heart beating fast as they wait the command

and the blare from the whistle rings out.

Guns rattle loud; screams pierce the earth

as shells rip at their feet,

on ‘No Man’s Land’ death stalks free,

in the form of a man’s bayonet.

Bodies fall, sweeping the earth

in the clatter of fast turning guns -

fear speeds their steps as they falteringly

surge – to the horizon’s mirage of death.

The enemy in front -

bellow -

all around -

mates twisted and mauled -

this blood sodden ground welcomes young men,

kissing their once moving lips.

Soldier of war,

whatever your rank in this ‘muck’

of hell’s baying nest, our ‘lot’ is the same -

the pain and the shame

of a life twisted by fate.





The Letter

I have lice in my hair ‘Mam’,

they run down my back

Nest in my coat

where it’s warm, and it’s black.

My feet are all puss,

scabby and sore.

Where the swirling brown water

chills my bones to the core.

The smell of my trousers

you would rather not know -

As my stomach explodes

with fear – ‘nay’ terror I cannot show.

Ӝ

My fingers are bent, ‘Mam’

from holding the gun.

They pain and they tremble-

at the thought of the Hun.

That large woolly scarf -

I have wrapped round my head

It smoothers my nose

from the odours of dread.

I can see out the corner

of my red, tired eyes.

A mate blown to pieces

now, covered in flies.

Ӝ

The lips you once kissed

are swollen and cracked.

From too little water

in this hell-hole that’s packed

With men of all ages

who are silently praying.

Begging for a miracle

to cease Satan’s baying.

To my left and my right

the commanders do shout

As a bullet flies past me

with accurate clout.

The screams, they are piercing

the dark blackened sky.

As my scared rain drenched hand

wipes a tear from my eye.

In this moment of terror

the memory returns

Of the day I enlisted...

how it still burns

The girls, they were cheering,

throwing kisses galore

And I, laughed out loud

at their flirtatious rapport.

Ӝ

To France we were posted

to fill someone’s shoes.

No questions of wherefore -

what if, or what so.

Entrenched in this ditch

of mud, blood and guts.

I think of the lying-

it haunts me so much.

I am but a boy, ‘Mam’

your child of false tongue.

The sun’s barely risen,

no eighteenth year wrung.

Lost and forsaken

I wish to be home

Safe in the arms

from which I have flown.

Ӝ

Yet, ‘Mam’ if you’re lucky

this letter to receive.

Please think not of the son

who left you that eve-

Weeping in torment

at the fate you had guessed -

Alone and afraid

at your child’s brave request.

But, turn to the hour

In a future unknown,

Where the sacrifice given

is written in stone,

And imagine a man

hewn from a youth’s face -

Who climbed up a trench-side -

His destiny- embraced.





Lady of my Heart

How are you ’Mam’, back there in old Blighty, hands in the wash-tub,

heart far from home -

swishing and swirling the clothes of your children, while dreaming

of reunion in a time yet unknown.

Gone is the laughter – replaced by a sorrow, that gnaws deep inside

a stomach displaced -

by fretting and foaming in anguish and silence, as news from the

front is brought home in haste.

In the piteous mind of a mother so kind, the images of death would but grate -

repulse and repel; dark thoughts of hell

for a son in a faraway land.

I’m fine, really ’Mam’, as I write this short note, sitting next to my mate-

he has no ’Ma or Pa’ at home, not even a miserable pet.

He would love the chance of writing his thoughts

to a woman of your standing in time.

he would tell of his whims;

his desires and his sins -

that go wanting

in this river of blood.

I am counting the hours to the light of the morrow

where boys and men become one-

they strive for an honour; buried deep in each gag-

and the pride of a union flag.

Forgive me a drink, which I take to my lips -

the stench of rum at its best -

A comforting taste; a memory that’s chaste,

when these horrors into history have gone.

I bid thee farewell, sweet lady of mine,

the fairest Madonna I know-

think of that babe to your breast you once held

as my peace on you I bestow.





Prelude

Cast him a thought

in the fullness of Spring when the daffodils sway to and fro,

free from the frost with its strangling hold,

and the memory of a sun setting low.

You will watch the sun,

weak on it’s throne – as you hear his heart vibrating -

holed in a pit, narrow and long -

that son of your heart who goes wanting.

You will smile at the young,

in the way that you do,

forcing memories to escape from your mind,

of a boy you once knew,

a man far away,

in a world you condemn as deranged.

While the world is in flames,

it’s son’s borne away -

bruised by the horror and gore,

letters of love caress the eyes -

tells of a mind loosened by war.

So the heart that was yours,

now turns inside out,

as his feet find a chance to be free -

flown are the fears, the sights, and the jeers,

in this war across the blue sea.

He hears the voice,

the begging, the plea -

in the letter put into his hand,

dismisses each sound of “A coward’s way out?”

in his rush to be gone from this land.





The Defector

Guns sounded in the distance, but they were not the guns of war

they sounded too familiar...

When the rattling ceased, and the thundering lay dormant

all was still...

A boy, a friend, a comrade, had been extinguished in circumstances strange -

they say his feet were fleeting,

we say he was heading home.

I cry...

Not all can ease the nerves, or the jangling of the brain,

with the dead piled up like litter, and the stench of decaying bones.

Still, there will be no plaque of honour – No medal his ’Mother’ will possess,

just the memory of a morning when a soul was put to rest.

I cry...

Bare eighteen years if that; gossip for a Winter’s night -

a child I hear you call out

a soldier we call back.

I cry...

This boy could live in all of us, the torture and the pain,

the weight of a world in conflict

nothing garnished, nothing gained...

Ӂ









Broken

My mind is like a text, dug from the antiquity of time -

frail, full, overflowing -

ready to explode without reason or rhyme...

I crave for peace; a silence from those thundering guns-

stealing the creativity of my brain,

and the gentleness of my heart.

I kill without thinking- shatter without caring, fill my lungs-

with the rotting flesh of life-

each particle of burnt skin

carving itself upon my memory.

Face, or no face; mauled by the barking of iron dogs -

and long sharp teeth of steel

nauseating power – gunpowder and blood -

pungent odour of death.

I am living a nightmare- hideous visions scrape sanity -

away forever.

Ghouls appear from nowhere;

visions of a darker realm dance before my eyes.

I tread through this valley of death -

man after man; blood their only bandage;

guts torn asunder – limbs lost in this arena of war.

I pray, implore the noise to stop -

the rattling gun, the shouting mouth, the scream long gone -

as the pages of my mental book crumples,

shreds into the dark labyrinth of my conscious.

I write this allegory – paint my field of war -

push aside my ravaged soul,

rise with the determination of the depraved -

join the macabre game once more.





L’ enfant

I hear there’s a new babe suckling at the breast I held dear

a new hand grasping fingers; fills once more the soul with cheer.

I hear the stock of manhood sweet upon your lap, guides those

soft and gentle rosy lips to his own perfected nape.

I hear my siblings hide their grief; bury it from your sight,

yearning raw has been replaced with fathomless sleepless nights

Lost between the wretch of birth, and the stomp of pre-meditated death

the cry of deep seated sorrow lost within your aching breast.

Displaced in conflict I feel the pain; see the panic in your eyes

hear the sorrowful call to a God unknown; think of you alone.

I long to feel the tender hand, placed once more upon my brow

relieve the putrid suffering your son is feeling now.

If I had got Achilles wings, to speed the day in flight

to bring my emancipated body to the healer of its plight.

I would move the child-like hands from your tender loving care,

and lay within that ravaged space til war is but no more.





Festive Memories

We raise a cup to those back home this cold festive night

We think about the log fires burning extra bright -

The hog roast is turning, the candles glimmer

low, the unused chair stands tall this

Winter – War’s end? We do not

know.

Ӝ





The Truce

A truce has been granted – war has seized for a day

The birth of a baby has hidden hate away.

We play football on a death bed, under a snow ridden sky

Joke, and shake hands with the enemy;

Men, just as I!

We read letters from home – sing carols now and then,

Make wishes round a bonfire;

Celebrate whisky from the glen.

One day out of many, to halt and think awhile -

Childlike wishes within us,

Hide memories that are vile.

Snow has started falling on this cold, cheerless land,

The chords of ‘Silent Night’ in German

From the mouths of men sound -

All deluding ourselves about the morrow;

Feign this land is rid

Of men who hark the order

to uphold the Devil’s bid.





Where Are You?

Where are you my beloved,

waiting the poison arrow head,

your arms as empty as a cave

that longs for the dead.

A sad, downcast figure;

a lonely heart to beat-

Set forever to the future...

when pain will cease its grip.

I long to sit beside you,

take the trembling fingers cold-

Add the warmth of my breath -

on tales yet untold.

You are my morning and my evening,

the silent prayer of each new day-

the sun up in the heavens,

and the gentle rain at play.

Whatever place I rest in;

be it far from that arrow point-

the invisible chain that binds us

keeps us bound to each sacred joint.





The Devil Has Risen

Dear ‘Father’...

darkness lifts, and the ‘eerie’ silence of dawn surrounds me.

I crane my neck for a bird, any bird on this summer morn.

I hear nothing.

My mind finds you -

for it seems to be forever – my stay in this worn torn land,

where man is ripped apart by the sound of a trumpet and

the rumbling metal monster.

I ponder -

as the memory of the night flown beckons my thoughts.

to the gurgle of first blood, and this red earth

opened its arms for the fallen.

Repulsive prison...

where poppies sway, and bodies are crunched into the ground -

food for the predators that crawl among the dead; their hands still

clutching the sin of war in cold, set fingers.

Orders filter through -

messages from the messenger -from the man who pulls the strings,

that chilling order to ‘Attack’ – counting down the minutes-

when boys are changed into men.

If only I could come home...

knowing the enemy could thwart our plan and the deathly reaper

holds out his hand.

What will I become?

Hark -

others are moving, a lark is singing, another day has risen.

I will challenge the Ace of fate, as once more we climb that mound,

and these creatures into purgatory run riot.

From our haven of rest we fly – into the black spider’s web -





Guard My Soul

How much longer can it be – this worn and weary body lay

In swirling muck, and stinking field

Of human bones and foul scent hay.

The light fades on this pantomime – the darkness heralds night

The hand before my face I see

Is shaking hard with fright.

If only I could still my mind – bring peace upon my soul

Digest the sights, and bid them leave

The heart they have took hold.

I look around in cautious mood – from the front row of the stalls

Where the last chords of the orchestra

Play their long drawn out reeds.

Young men strewn in broken mass – litter the dark charred earth

Acting out this charade -

Telling the story for all their worth.

Tears stream down my ice bound cheeks – freeze upon my lips

Salt with all its healing power -

Cripples my new-found squeaks

I wish to ask my companions – at the end of this day’s show

How the battle fared them,

Did they creep back through the snow?

No sound was forthcoming – not a whisper, or a grunt

As alone I sit in terror -

A survivor of this ‘bloody’ stunt.

My friend, if you can hear me – alone, afraid and worn

Guard my soul to your bosom,

Though it be shattered and torn.





The Angel of Mons

Staggering the field of forgotten dreams-

Over limbs and bodies torn apart

I hear a voice; a gentle touch-

a hand extended in the bloody mess.

The face is kind, the uniform creased

with the dirt and grease of a land depressed.

I stumble onto the waiting breast,

feel the strength of the arms that hold-

the gratitude on my bated breath

is stemmed by the eyes that love beholds.

He carries me to safety- guns pounding

all around- two young men fleeing their fate,

caught in a moment- an evil debate.

Overcome by fatigue and confusion

I lean heavily on his heart,

mouth ’Thank God we have been so lucky

on this stage that is blown apart’.

We sink to the ground in unison-

the medics do not delay-

I turn to grip the hand that saved,

but he had gone away.

“Soldier, you’re a miracle”

the commander’s voice I heard -

"You walked the field of death, each

lonely step undisturbed".

Gasping for the breath bequeathed

to relay my friend’s fair deed-

the arm that aided sorrow in

my hour of need.

They smiled in understanding-

assured me I was alone,

the figure I resurrected -

a thought my mind had cloned.

I sank into that black pit-

his eyes once more to see,

was he the blessed ‘Angel of Mons’

if so, he set me free.





Lamentation

Among the spineless thud of guns

the whistles of command,

the earth-shattering clatter of heavy feet

a voice so small, one could hardly hear

as it pleaded and groaned in its nest of fear.

"Mother’, where are you?

I’m your boy lying here – I see your face,

I crave your arms to console this dying child

locked in a mud splattered hole"

My eyes, though weary from lack of sleep

sought the tiny childlike mutter,

as bending down in the riverine of dirt

I grasped a hand with fingers taut-

the warmth inside- almost naught.

Afraid I would be dragged away, I lay

down in that puddle deep,

held the stiffening lifeless frame

against my breast; upon my heart,

as the thundering noise tore the world apart.

“I’m here dear son” I muttered

"Lay in the whisper of my tone,

no more fretting or fighting, as home once more

we both shall roam"

The hand squeezed tight, his head dropped backwards -

a smile of sweet contentment -

the cries and screams of rampaging death,

surrounded us – covered us,

as I noted his failing breath.

Teardrops wet my burning cheeks;

killing ceased its call -

the limp cold frame within my arms, had passed this life -

sparing me the devil’s haul.

Standing deep in enemy soil; the world around me wavers -

the grey beneath my boots -

Oh Lord -

my nemesis, and my saviour.





The Devil’s Breath

They call it ‘The Devil’s Breath’ -

‘Mustard gas’...

the so-called weapon of the ‘brave’-

casting its evil shadow from an unknown

enemy hand.

A powder to mangle the feature’s,

eating the skin below -

burning the face of recognition,

ravaging the flesh I know.

Breath comes in spurts, tears from sore eyes -

a fire out of control – wasted lives.

The mind loses track-

day or night – who knows.

It is lightening striking at rapid speed

cutting into the skin-

the Devil’s weapon, made by man

sinister, evil, the laugh of sin.

Breath comes in spurts, tears from sore eyes -

a fire out of control – wasted lives.

Unable to gasp, lungs set to burst-

the cry of the child

from a ‘man’s’ throat is heard -

"Mam, I beseech you

heal if you can,

the balm of your knowledge,

your hand a sweet fan.

If you cannot -

then,

death must be sharp,

death must be swift -

an act that is

meaningful and quick-

at the end of a life that is fading"

The sun grows cold –





Last Rites

To my Mother

If I die in this land

what will you remember of me-

the light that shone in my childlike eyes

as to your face I looked with glee.

Will you

harbour precious memories of the babe

you held close; whose cheeks so bonny, and nose

so small, you tweaked continuously.

or-

Remember

the smile that lingered – round my childish trembling lips

as the poems and prose of yesteryear

were uttered childishly quick.

Stumbling over those rounded vowels

as you watched in misery,

not daring to move, not daring to sigh...

yet-

Only The Best

you declared, for your loving child.

Be it hard, or an uphill struggle-

there will come a day, in this young lad’s life

when the power of diction sets the world to right.

and-

Do Not forget

those course years, when age and anger collided-

the wisdom of a mother

as strange as a family divided.

then-

Keep Within Your Heart

my letters from this place-

each one a proclamation of love- for ’parents of such grace.

so please-

If I Die In This Land,

far away from you and home,

with the bugle hailing the chord to attack,

and the officer’s voice in my ear,

let

that straggling lonely tear,

fall onto that comforting breast

that houses a solemn chamber

putting grief and pride to rest.





The Bayonet

From the hand that wielded the sword,

to the organ that received its blade -

the blood pumping freely, as a waterfall -

covering my jacket with a hot wet slime,

Crimson -

I fall, grasp at the hole within me

splurting your name.

I feel the pain,

dark, creeping, tentacles of horror

laying low within my stomach – waiting to

devour the bubbling mass of gut.

Teeth like iron squeeze my lungs,

remove the breath fighting to be heard -

snaking ever nearer to my heart.

There is no medicine strong enough,

to remove its vile threat -

I gag and gasp for air,

clutch the charred earth beneath my fingers,

suppress the scream of a man displaced

in this land of hate.

I try to release my silent protest,

let my mind be carried to my thoughts of desertion -

those moments of sad fear

when the soul craves for release -

thrashes against the evil of this hell;

a God forsaken wilderness

where desperation and retribution mould -

melt into waves of black terror, and

time and space elude me.

I subconsciously shout -

’Fetch the surgeon’s knife,

scrape from my ears the dregs of sound and horror-

fill the kidney dish with my entrails;

cast my brain onto the land.

I cannot stand one moment more of this creeping

creature inside me-

loosened in the oddest hours of night or morn-

sensing my depravity; heralding my dawn’

I feel naught,

for desolation cannot feel,

in a mind that’s lost its ‘wheel’.





Gone – But Not Forgotten

The splurging sound falls from my lips – as blood it’s freedom sought

I trod these battlefields awhile; for Monarch and country fought.

The cries of men terrorized the dawn of each new day

And, feet repeatedly trampled the bold into the clay.

This morn I sensed the reaper; his hand upon his scythe -

the blade – now a bullet – seeks my head as a knife.

The belching from the trenches tramps my heart into the ground,

mud rising from its organ fills my nostrils without sound.

I sense the rush of fear – interpreted in kind,

as the cacophony of voices retreats within my mind.

Violent, putrid, wasteful – a mind turned inside out,

the blaring of the trumpet, it’s marching call shouts.

Unsheathe the swords of lightning, hold the flag aloft,

sing the praises of the thousands; now in battle lost.

Think of those that mourn their passing, a sigh that falls alone -

to this prison of disaster, where my heart yearns for home.

I cannot in words alone, describe the foul scented gore -

where body after body slipped its mortal chains so raw.

The tears that fill these fields of blood – whatever battle name given,

will induce the pen to write a name of the brave, and the driven.

Ӝ

This earth will not be my prison, this soil will not embrace -

this soul in perfect slumber – that treads from dread to grace.









The Bullet

Like lightening flash it left the gun

ferocious speed in passing

the velocity it entered my head

the midday sun repressing.

There was not time to think of ought

to seek a sheltered hollow

I lay upon a cratered bed

of churned up mud, and bloody track

on this field of sorrow.

Ӝ

Darkness is my companion -

Light my everlasting salvation









Healing Hands

Soft the hand that strokes my brow,

Calm the voice that speaks,

Crisp the apron brushes-

deftly through my sleep.

Whisper low – whisper strong

The words I long to hear,

"Son, I am here,

In my arms you are safe -

Let your head rest,

On a heart overflowing

As love comes home to nest".

Dusk gathers round me

The smell of death is in the air -

Scrubbed flesh my fingers claw,

as the bandage clasps my hair.

Whisper low – whisper strong

The words I long to hear,

"Son, I am here,

In my arms you are safe -

Let your head rest,

On a heart overflowing

As love comes home to nest".

Drawn from the battlefield

Strong arms in the midst of hell

Willing me from dark to light -

Escape the reapers bell?

Whisper low – whisper strong

The words I long to hear,

"Son, I am here,

In my arms you are safe -

Let your head rest,

On a heart overflowing

As love comes home to nest".

Mam, the night is gathering

Although the sun is high

Sweet face, forever remaining

In my night, and in my day.





Pity My Soul

for it is naked -

torn apart, and left to rot,

the decency of burial

plays no part on this ravaged plot.

I am dead,

shot by the hand of a boy-

like me – a sniper they say,

a trained killer;

mind twisted from the day.

Death has no regard for age,

where the

horror of this field

will be displayed by hands untarnished -

with a history to yield.

I walk into the darkness

without fear -

or sad repute -

I wish to be free -

run wild through fields anew -

flowers, sweet scented grass -

drenching my feet in the early morning dew.

No more -

instead, I will drink salt laced water -

tears of sorrow,

as I share your pain -

join your memories -

and follow your footsteps.

For hero I am not -

but a cog in a large machine -

the fatality of men’s planning -

a number on the page -

a name on a list -

a burden to my heart.

Dressed in grace -

I take your hand -

bless your love -

your wonder and awe -

say ‘Goodbye’ from a man of war.





Epitaph

A scrap of land, a muddy pile

is this the vault my end will choose -

the grass so charred, the smell so dense

as heaven and earth with flesh shall fuse.

No cross on top, no box beneath

jarred bones, scarred tissue, the soil embrace-

my brother and I lay top to toe

A river of red surrounds this place.

No flowers will adorn the gaping hole

no weeping mother visits to mourn -

darker than the carefree womb

from whose tenderness I was born.

Piles of stench are littered high-

some poor Tommy’s shattered dream-

embracing nought but the evening sky

he sleeps in a blood-filled stream.

A prayer that lingers in the night-time air

a sigh for youth and reason -

a tear for a son whose laid to rest

in this war stained hell of a season.





Fanfare

Blood red-

bleeding-

The fields of Flanders’ spew,

In the wind the poppy heads blowing

Salute the dying man

Just a boy -

youth manifests -

The love his eyes disguise,

As slow the sunset settles

Over painful captured land.

Red lips-

moving-

A name his voice defines,

A mother, lover, companion

Steals death’s hovering time.

Gorged lashes -

Closing -

Sweeping low on pallid cheeks,

As into the realms of eternity

The soldier of war will creep.





I Cried Tonight My Friend

I cried tonight my friend

sobbed -

for a life that had passed -

a moments recollection

in a day full of rushing and grasp.

I cried tonight my friend

for a time-

never to be-

when two companions of the soul

trod a path in life, and the pathway grew cold.

I cried tonight my friend

as I thought -

of two brave troopers -

in a country far from home,

where eyes and ears of unknown hearts -

took part in a battle we feared.

I cried tonight my friend

for a love -

gone forever -

on a battlefield in a strange speaking land

where not one human kind offered a hand.

I cried tonight my friend

for two boys -

grown into men -

the days that we shared

together -

and the prayer we could do it again.





Whisper My Name

Whisper my name in the dew of the dawn -

say it with love and longing -

dance with my shadow in the mid-day sun

when your heart is throbbing -

meditate awhile as afternoon clouds

roll on the distant horizon -

the sound of the wind, the lap of the sea,

carry me to you, and you to me.

Remember my pain in the heat of Summer

as bees buzz round and about -

lay with me as the dusk of eventide beckons,

and the breeze wafts the flowers without -

bind us together in the joy of sweet music,

fill your heart abundantly,

regress to a time

where happiness called,

and the bells of harmony chimed.

On the sands of life, in the fullness of time

cast my memory... forever seeking -

bid me come at the midnight hour

from a world of recollecting -

then, as you lie in slumber deep

I will touch your finger tips

hold your gentle loving face to mine,

and kiss... the trembling lip.





A Soldier’s Rest

A mound of earth, far from home

my own paradise given-

A monument to a son in war-

sleep the sleep forever driven.

I hear the thunder as I fall

sense the mangled bones I cover-

Pain, that trickles like a waterfall

stem the tears that hover.

Black the cold surrounding me,

life that’s eager to let go-

memories of a face still haunting

in a place I used to know.

Battle over, battle won,

feet this field has left undone-

faced its beauty, displaced by war

a mangled mess,

walks through death’s door.

Years from now the grass will grow

hide the brutal fight that flowed-

beckon to a younger soul

the victory a war bestowed.

I ask for every footstep

that walks this well mown field

think kindly on this patch of grass;

a memory it will yield.

Ӝ









The Shadow of the Poppy

Beneath the shadow of the poppy

I gave my last breath -

I had witnessed Hell,

trod its path -

knocked on the gate -

fell before it’s thunder.

War machines that never ceased,

the booming guns, the trumpet call -

the ravaged earth, churned and charred.

butchered bodies mangled -

barbed wire – teeth of steel -

corpses blown asunder.

I fall within this muddy grave,

a pile of broken minds -

amid the bones of brothers

fear carved in their souls.

Bitter winds are blowing -

the stench of rotting flesh,

the guns keep on rattling -

faces marked by blood.

Poppy heads are drooping-

as slow the sunset dies,

whispered words of sorrow

fill mouths chapped with pain.

“Tomorrow it will be over”

a paradox of war -

for tomorrow never comes

and light ebbs away.

Salute -

the field of swaying poppies -

witnesses from that war long ago -

Tribute -

to the brave -

the courageous -

men our forebears knew.





Letters from Home









By Return

Son,

I received your letter,

brought to me this morn,

I feel your body trembling

as you describe the scenes of war.

Your siblings gather round me,

ask if you are well-

I tell them to be patient,

as their fears I try to repel.

Son,

I feel your hand is quivering-

of that, I am quite sure.

Can it be the distance between us,

or the sights and sounds of war.

Your father’s took to reading

whatever news at hand-

armed with information

says “He understands!”

Son,

your lot is daunting-

I read through the love you write,

The excitement has turned to apprehension

as you saunter through ‘hell’s’ gate.

I wish I could be with you

keep you safe from the wrath of man

but, a woman’s lot is stifled

to the child-bed, and the pan.

Son,

my pride is brimming

as for country and crown you rise-

enter the gladiator arena,

face the scorpion’s sting.

By Christmas it will be over,

On this, the commander’s word...

you will be home in festive spirit

a little wiser -

yet undisturbed.





Awakening

I set your place at the table, put the parcel on your chair-

The Christmas pot was boiling, for your homecoming we prepared.

Your presence was conspicuous, as the chair was tucked

in neat; your siblings chatted gaily as my heart sank to my feet.

They said it would be over – “A Doddle” the term they used,

what started out as simple, appears horrific and confused.

My child I long to be there; bring you home whilst still a chance,

walk the causeway of your anguish – face the devil in his dance.

From the pit of my being, a mother’s love profound-

stay safe my sacred bundle til the last trumpet sounds.

Ӝ

It came today that letter, in its envelope smart but bland,

the crest of a war torn army was pushed into my hand.

Tentatively I opened it, read the page that was within,

as with joy I read your scribbling; felt the hot tears on my chin.

So many young men had been slaughtered – wretched, battered and torn,

from the action of an impulse, and a murder far from home.

They say it began in Poland – others quote the radical force,

of world- wide growing anger, from a dissident and his cause.

I care not where it came from – only when the guns will cease,

the flag hurled high in freedom, and my child again I see.





My Child

Child

wipe the

tear from your

eye, dispel the darkness

surrounding you in that black

desolate place of war. Think… of

home- a warm fire, laughter, a clean

bed, the understanding of a mother. A hand

held out in love. Discard from your mind the

horror, and the pain. Please know in your

hour of desperation, I am there my

child… Think not of your lot

as never-ending, but as a

tread into the light

of a new

day, for

all.

Ӝ

Your presence is the light to the next generation









Vision

I had a dream last night...

vivid as the day

bringing us together-

in weariness and play.

We ran the fields of England...

plucked the flowers in meadow sweet

forged pools of iridescent water-

where dragonflies sneak.

Sat and talked between us-

of the world in wartime strife,

sons lost to their mothers and,

the sensitive strands of life.

Your smile said not to worry...

keep forever in my heart

this day of love and beauty...

however far apart.

Yet my child, the end is coming -

dark clouds above me loom,

and the ache of distant parting -

heralds the day of doom.

That day my heart will shatter,

the sky will turn dull grey -

as the fiend of war comes calling -

to bear my son away.





My Pain

Gone,

are the thoughts of pride I harboured in my soul,

for a child at war -

that smug, arrogant satisfaction that rose above those of less

sympathy to a war not of our making.

I ask – what is the gun held in my child’s hand, but a key to death;

an instrument where life is extinguished, and flesh is no more.

I breathe the air around me -

pray for your return – dream of a time not known when my arms can hold you.

I scream,

cloister my thoughts from others around me,

feel the pain -

rampaging through my mind – casting doubt upon my sanity;

heckling the wisdom of those who knew better.

I beg forgiveness – from the powers that be – powers of all faiths -

“Oh, sweet Lord – listen to me”.

Ӝ

Memories are the stepping stones to another world.









Part Two









The Quickening

Hands deep in soapsuds, mind away in dreams

The knock at the door disturbed me

Bid me answer in speed;

The heavy thud on the wood,

And take from the outstretched arm,

The letter of contention

Held by an authoritative hand.

I wipe down my apron, pat the hair on my head

Female signs of distraught

My stomach in torment lay;

Gently I rip it’s covering

Let the paper burn my hand,

Feel the tsunami of my grief

Tearing my heart from its home-

My child is displayed in black and white

The soft flesh of love

The arrogance of youth today;

Has the ground for a bed.

I stumble to the chair brought near

Feel wood upon my legs

The Devil’s sword pierced my side,

As the truth I fail to take.

“Why my child” I scream in pain

As the abyss I try to rake.





Parting

My soul is heavy,

Weighted down as air prior to a storm-

Stripped of the emotion to feel

Yearning for release.

I sit, surrounded by the fire of my thoughts

Burning with the dread of fear-

Lost

in the eclipse of life.

Drops of hot water beads run down my face

Scorching the skin, stinging my vanity,

Washing any scent of your lingering humanity

Away-

I freeze from the pain,

Recoil from the serpent touch-

Flee inside myself,

Join the vacuum of longing-

You are gone-

Spent on the wind that re-tells

Your leaving;

Your non-existent farewell.

I scream-

Exhaling the demon sound of loss,

Filling my lungs with-

Nothing...





Pain of Loss

However many paintings, books or plays they write

No matter how they question, argue the fact to put things right.

They cannot sense the deprivation or-

smell the bloody stench-

as limbs are torn asunder-

and brains are blown to hell.

They cannot feel a mother’s anguish, as that child of her heart

Squirms in dirt and bloodshed, pulling her life apart.

The complete and utter carnage-

that signals the weight of war-

crumbling into the earth-

where the last breath is drawn.

The brush can paint a memory, the pen a voice to tell

Each can portray that part of history, where only pain can dwell.

Yet not one canvas, or the ink to relay my pain,

closes the gaping wound that festers-

the curdling bile that flows-

from a heart too numb to feel -

and a wound that will never heal.





Memory

I have no elegy to pen -

No swan song to sing,

The words fall empty on the page -

The throat it’s chords don’t ring.

In isolation my heart unfolds -

A blatant pain for all,

The throttling of the reapers scythe -

Whose blade alone did fall.

The child from my womb -

No longer pants for breath,

The cold dark tomb encompasses -

My heart broke now in death.

The voice I long to hear -

Speaks not for me,

The eyes I wish to meet -

Look on a world I cannot see.

These legs of mine go forward -

This mind to others flow,

My arms are held out daily -

As hands touch the young that grow.

Yet, deep within that chamber -

Where love for you abides,

Your face forever abiding -

Calls your memory to my side.





Ode to the Fallen

I do not know you – yet I do,

as years unfurl a thread of wool-

the sights you saw,

the pain you felt

rest at my door as if you came to call.

I cannot see you – yet I can,

the dirt...the smell on you remains-

feet all chapped,

legs so black,

a broken spirit thrown into my lap.

Unable to touch that boyish hair,

damp the curls unfurl-

blood exchanged for rain or snow

washed away without a care.

I need to touch you- feel you breathe,

the babe in arms... the man grown tall-

the lips that cradled a mother’s breast

splurging as you fall.

I long to hear you – yet I do,

amid the din of victory’s cue

desolation rings out loud-

A wasted life,

a cruel end to strife-

cutting through my peace-time night-

swiftly, jagged – sharp as a knife.

Cold, calculated fingers steal upon my heart

freezing up my memories – tearing them apart,

promises of yesteryear,

‘never, never again’

ring in the ears of those who crave

the fallen son within the grave.





Desolation

Night is the loneliest...

the slow ticking of a clock

when the demons of the dark haunt the living.

Letters, scattered

as the ashes of you my child lie by my side -

memories of waste,

pain of freedom.

The air quickens...

warms my stagnant thoughts,

to the breeze of a year that is turning

filtering in the

dawn of a new era.

War is over...

the stream of men and youth are home,

closing the book of horror and loss.

I write to you still...

ease the haunting,

burn the letters as I wash and cook,

prepare a meal...

with one place empty.





Lost

Where are you, child of mine

Lost in a land unknown

The beating of your heart

Connects with mine alone.

I treasured every letter

Fold them to my breast

Sitting alone in the twilight

I finger the tear stained crest.

Has it really been a year now-

Since the news reached my ears

And, the long low scream of parting

Rent my body into tears.

I wait for your footfall,

The hand upon the gate,

The latch springing on the main door

As it opens to your gait.

It is but the wind of Winter

or, the breeze on a Summer’s noon,

Heralding your presence... and the

heart you took from home.





A Mother’s Lament

My Child,

I see you dying with pain etched on your face,

The cruel marks of your enemy your flesh has embraced.

I cry low within me; my soul wretched, torn and sore,

If only I could hold you, stroke the brow love bore.

My Child,

Your body is bleeding where the heat of anger spills,

Hands that knew compassion, lay dejected, cold and still.

The heart that leapt at birth, turns now in anguish deep,

As tears of silent sorrow fall, and control I strive to keep.

My Child,

You are dead now, as part of me dies too,

I try to keep composure, let my understanding through.

The tangled bruised body, hides a lifetime long ago,

When, smiles, hugs and whispers your battered frame knew.

My Child,

I imagine you are buried under the earth where flowers bloom,

As my hand reaches out for the babe cosseted within the womb.

My mind searches for a reason with every small mark made,

I beg for an answer; as your flesh turns with the spade.

My Child,

The tears are flowing, forging down my face-

Your broken shrouded body, feels no pain, time or space.

The bonds of life are broken, the spirit now is free,

You are in my heart forever; death cannot separate

You and Me.









Who Am I?

I am the wind rushing through the trees

The sun dancing over the lake -

I am the snow fluttering to earth,

The patter of rain that keeps you awake.

I am the dream that be-friends you at night,

The smile that causes your senses to stir -

I am the love that invades your heart,

The presence you feel in the air.

I am your night, I am your day

The child that will always be there -

The hand that clasps yours when you cry -

I am the kiss – of never saying goodbye.





Repose

Cross by cross they placed us…

Pale as the driven snow,

A tribute to men as I…

Fallen in battle long ago.

Goodnight My Child









Stop the World

Stop the world…

Let silence descend,

Where the guns ran riot,

And the grasses swayed.

Let thought ascend

To those young men

Trampled into the ground.

Pits of mud,

Fences of wire,

Black river beds,

Splattered blood.

Tears of pain

From men of courage,

Seeking a way to stop

The carnage, and noise,

Screams of distress

In a land far from home.

Stop the world…

Halt the killing

Of man’s fascination

With war,

Where hearts of a nation

Wait with bated breath,

A whole generation

Gone,

And, their child

Does not write anymore.




Brave youth who went to face the war,

Unsheathe the swords of lightening, hold the flag aloft,

sing the praises of the thousands; now in battle lost.









Author’s Note

The Somme Battlefield

Guillemont

This battle that began on September 3rd, 1916 was part of a manoeuvre to capture the German post situated there. Unbeknown to the advancing army the German troops were more militarised, and their plan of action – especially at the beginning – was devastating to the men of the 59th and 47th Brigade, with the 61st Brigade in divisional reserve.

The 6th Oxford and Buckinghamshire, which is the regiment of the soldier I have penned this book for, were attached to the 59th Brigade. The battle began at noon, and contributed to the ravaging death rate that this early twentieth century war will be recognised for.

Throughout the 1914 – 1918 war a whole generation of young men were killed; various nationalities were involved, and thousands of mortalities, and casualties were counted on both sides of the conflict.

From the trenches, hacked from the land, and stretching for miles across an area known as the ‘Western Front’ to the barren, blown up earth of the land in-between the conflicting armies, labelled ‘No Man’s Land’, edged with the steel teeth of barbed wire, bodies of men lay to be trampled or eaten by the rats that invaded the mud and dirt. Many sought for burial at the end of a battle were never found; swallowed up in the earth beneath the advancing army’s feet, or blown apart by the continual shelling of the land. In literary terms it was known as ‘Hell’; a turn of phrase, or idiom often uttered by the ordinary soldier.

According to my research, and military historians please forgive me if I have not quite the correct figures, there were around 163 battles, many like Ypres re-ignited three times. The number of dead, including those classed as civilians, fell within the ‘plus millions’, and the injured into thousands.

Many that came home, as aforementioned in my prelude, never spoke about the horrors.

I sincerely hope that these poems will allow a different side of war to be shown, and as the psychological thread in our mind separates good and evil, the thin line between death and survival is also represented.

Emily Edwards
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