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The Wilfred Owen Association 
Annual General Meeting 

Because of the continuing COVID 

situation, the Committee of the 

Wilfred Owen Association have 

had to conclude that the 2021 Annual 

General Meeting must take place online. We know that 

this poses difficulties for those of our members who do 

not have internet access, and we are very sorry. Please 

contact us if you have any ideas about how we can help 

you to stay in touch until the crisis is over. 

Meanwhile, the AGM will take place at 

 4 pm on Saturday 11 December 2021 
 If you are able to attend online, please contact the 

Secretary at secretary@wilfredowen.org.uk. Members 

who have online access will receive joining instructions 

before the meeting. 

 The positive side of all this is that members who live far 

from London have a better opportunity than usual of 

attending the meeting. Please join us if you can! We 

look forward to hearing from you. 
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FROM THE EDITOR 

 

Meg Crane 

Tunbridge Wells, Kent 
 

It's hard to believe that, a year and a half later, we are still living in a 

state of suspension – still not sure whether, in the next few months, 

we shall or shall not be able to start fully living again.- having public 

events, and living publicly without more than reasonable caution. 

There are so many historical .events which we could mark, and so 

many which we could celebrate … and there still will be. We send our 

deepest sympathy to those of our members who have lost someone to 

COVID; and loving greetings to all of our members – in the hope and 

conviction that this year, 2021-2022, is the beginning of the rest of our 

lives. At least – and at least at the time of writing this – it begins to 

feel as though this might be so. 
 

At any rate, this latest - very late - version of the Wilfred Owen 

Association Journal comes to you as a sign of our continuing 

existence, and our continuing faith in you, and gratitude to you. our 

readers and members. By now, you will have received a message from 

our Chair, Dr Jane Potter, explaining the way in which the Journal 

will, from now on, be delivered to most of you online. This was an 

inevitable decision – the only alternative would have been  massively 

to raise our membership subscription - and we know that those of you 

who have online access will understand: our thanks to those of you 

who have already assured us of this. But to existing members who do 

not have access to the internet  - some of you amongst our earliest 

friends - please be assured: that  a continuing printed version of the 

Journal will be available to you for as long as you want it. 
 

In the current volume, Paul Norgate continues his exploration into 

Wilfred Owen's manuscripts and contexts. Antony Owen and  Rainer 

Barczaitis introduce a new and exciting Anglo-German collaboration, 

with Second World War-inspired poetry in both languages, and a 

translator's detailed and thoughtful commentary – opening up a whole 

possible new world of understanding and imagination. 
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Elsewhere in the Journal, Paul Elsam speculates about Aylmer Strong, 

the poet who reduced Wilfred and Sassoon to tears of mirth on a 

poignant night in Edinburgh; and introduces the 'Scarborough 

windows' which this year commemorated Wilfred's time there – which 

are also commemorated in Mike DiPlacido's poem sequence.  
 

John Caperon looks into the Dunsden period and Wilfred's 

complicated reactions to Evangelical Christianity; and Katharina 

Dixon-Ward concludes her account of the 'ergotherapy' of Dr Arthur 

Brock, and of its powerful effect on Wilfred's view of the world of 

war and the world of nature. We learn about the war photographer 

Ernest Brooks, whose name is not necessarily familiar to us, but 

whose images of the front line are imprinted on our senses; and we 

conclude with another fine poem from Greg Freeman – reminding us 

of the poetic world arising from the experience of Japan's part in the  

Second World War. 
 

We have been sad to say goodbye to some of our Committee members, 

who have moved on to other activities and responsibilities. The new 

WOA Committee, however, is building strength - alongside some 

familiar names, there are some new ones which will be introduced to 

you next time. Meanwhile, I  particularly want to thank Yvonne 

Morris, who for many years has carried out an enormous range of 

tasks for the Association – dealing with publicity, fundraising, 

secretarial tasks, and almost anything else you can think of. During 

my time as Chair she was always a great source of rational, honest, 

and always generously and genuinely helpful support. Family and 

work responsibilities have finally prevailed upon her to step down 

from the Committee, but we hope that she knows how much we have 

valued her, and how much we still hope to show it. Meanwhile, we 

owe many thanks to Mark Cardale for stepping into her post as 

Secretary. 
 

The next volume of the Journal will appear as soon as possible. I have 

some interesting material already, but if you have something which 

you would like to be considered for publication, I shall be more than 

happy to receive it  - please see the submission details on the inside 

back cover. Our very best wishes and thanks to you all. 



 

5 

 

WILFRED OWEN AND THE ‘SOLDIER’S FRIEND’ (1) 
 

Paul Norgate 

Wolverley, Worcestershire 

 

As nearly everyone now must know, the first draft of Wilfred Owen’s 

‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ carried a dedication ‘To Jessie Pope etc’.1   As 

a consequence, Pope has come in for a great deal of criticism.  Did she 

- does she - deserve to be targeted so?  Some of her output was 

undoubtedly pretty dire: 
  

THE CALL 
 

Who’s for the trench— 

Are you, my laddie? 

Who’ll follow French— 

Will you, my laddie? 

Who’s fretting to begin, 

Who’s going out to win? 

And who wants to save his skin— 

Do you, my laddie? 
 

… and so on.2  But when it was written, in 1914, that sort of thing was 

really no more than typical of the moment, with plenty of other (and 

better) writers lending their voices to the cause of recruitment. 
 

And jingoism was not really Jessie Pope’s characteristic voice.  She 

frequently spoke up spiritedly for women, particularly those tackling 

the new roles that the war had created for them.  A lot of her writing 

was actually for children, whimsical and gently humorous, and much of 

her output for adults was in a similar vein – even when it was on war-

related topics.  This, for instance - about anti-aircraft fire, or ‘Archie’ 

as it was then known: 

 

 
1 Images of the majority of Owen’s manuscripts can be viewed online (free) in 

the First World War Poetry Digital Archive, at 

http://www.oucs.ox.ac.uk/ww1lit/collections/owen 
2 The full text of ‘The Call’ is available in Catherine Reilly (ed.): Scars Upon 

My Heart (Virago 1981). 
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LINES TO AN ANTI-AIRCRAFT GUN 
 

When the night is growing dark 

Someone suddenly says “Hark!” 

Then I hear my Archie bark. 
 

When the godless Gothas come 

Overhead with crooning hum, 

Dear, you’re anything but dumb. 
 

But amid your savage roars 

Steals a warning that implores: - 

'Now, good people, get indoors. 
 

If you’re stargazing instead –  

By a thirst for knowledge led – 

I might hit you on the head.' 
 

Archie, sound is your advice, 

For, though starlight shows entice, 

Shrapnel’s anything but nice. 
 

That was printed in the Sunday Pictorial on 30 September 1917.3  The 

first surviving draft of Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum’ is dated only a week 

later - 8 October.4  But whatever part Jessie Pope may have played in 

the gestation of Owen's poem, it seems unlikely that ‘Lines’ such as 

these were the immediate trigger. 

 

Certainly, Pope must have got under his skin at some point, and her 

writing was not particularly good, but she hardly deserved the bitter 

intensity with which Owen attacks his ‘friend’ at the end of the poem. 

Later drafts of ‘Dulce’ carry a less specific version of the dedication - 

‘To a Certain Poetess’ - but in the end Owen left it out altogether.  So 

who might have been the ‘friend’ he had in his sights?  
  

* * * 
 

 
3 Images of Sunday Pictorial editions from 1917 (and of John Bull, referred to 

later in this article) can be viewed online in the British Newspaper Archive 

(subscription required) at https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/ 
4  No. 144 in Jon Stallworthy: Wilfred Owen: the Complete Poems and 

Fragments (Chatto & Windus 1983). 
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In the Sunday Pictorial of 23 September, 1917, a journalist launched 

into a description of his visit to the trenches on the Western Front earlier 

that month: 
 

. . .  after a few lessons in the use of the gas mask (during which 

I more than once wondered whether I shouldn’t prefer the gas!) 

and the fitting of my helmet, off we set over an open, exposed 

tract of country . . . till we reached the Communication trenches 

. . . you feel for a long time that they lead nowhere . . . On and 

on you go . . . marching along in single file, in a kind of long and 

narrow grave . . . and only the grey sky visible above . . .  And 

so we went on and on till suddenly, at a turn, the scene changed.  

There were signs of activity all around us – men hurrying to and 

fro – wounded on stretchers – officers rushing here and there – 

anti-aircraft guns booming – men at various points looking over 

the parapets – bustle and life everywhere. 
 

There has been debate about what might have prompted Owen to write 

about a poison-gas victim, when it seems unlikely that he had direct 

experience of gas warfare.  But it’s not difficult to imagine how sharply 

men such as Owen and Sassoon might have reacted to the crass 

flippancy of the journalist’s remark about gas masks – ‘I . . . wondered 

whether I shouldn’t prefer the gas!’  Whatever else in the way of pent-

up anger and anguish may lie behind ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, I think it 

more than likely that this piece of journalism helped trigger its release.  
  
Particularly striking is the way that the first half of Owen’s poem 

directly inverts the newspaper narrative. The journalist marches 

towards the front, in daylight, up a sheltering trench, until ‘suddenly, at 

a turn’ he reaches a safe sector, where all is bustle and purposeful 

activity.  Owen’s soldiers trudge away from the front, through mud and 

darkness, exhausted, exposed, cut off from safety, all sense of purpose 

lost, until suddenly - ‘Gas ! GAS!’– everything is thrown into even 

greater chaos and mortal danger.   Owen’s poem exposes how ironically 

close to the reality of trench warfare are the journalist’s rhetorical 

flourishes – the march through ‘a kind of long and narrow grave’ that 

seems to ‘lead nowhere’. 
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The journalist’s account 

appeared just a couple of weeks 

before the date of Owen’s first 

draft. It was published in a 

national newspaper, and had 

been widely advertised as a 

journalistic ‘event’.  And it was 

by just about the most famous 

journalist in the country at the 

time: Horatio Bottomley – 

demagogue, would-be politician, 

journalist and editor of John Bull 

magazine. 
 

*      *      * 

Brought up in an orphanage in 

Birmingham, Horatio Bottom-

ley 5  was gifted with boundless 

charisma, shrewd intelligence – 

some might say, low cunning – 

and also an astonishing gift for 

oratory that enabled him not only to charm the birds from the trees (and 

men into the army) but also to conduct his own defence in multiple court 

cases, including several bankruptcies, and to get the better of some of 

the country’s finest lawyers and judges.  And so - despite all his villainy 

and chicanery - his natural charisma, cunning and gift of the gab 

enabled Bottomley to create and sustain a public persona that made him 

hugely popular and even, in some quarters, respected. Much of this was 

achieved through his tabloid-style journalism, in which he set himself 

up as a campaigning ‘voice of the people’.  His magazine proclaimed, 

‘If John Bull says so, it IS so’. 
 

When war came, Bottomley’s cleverness and apparent common sense, 

his wit and – perhaps above all - his attractiveness and effectiveness as 

 
5  There are several biographical accounts of Bottomley, though none is 

currently in print.  I have drawn mainly on Alan Hyman’s The Rise and Fall 

of Horatio Bottomley (Cassell, 1972). 

Horatio Bottomley in 1912 
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a speaker soon carved out for him a central role in public life.  In the 

early days of the war, he addressed a number of wildly successful 

recruiting rallies, but it seems that later he became uncomfortable with 

the thought that he was directly responsible for sending men to injury 

or death. So, instead, he turned his energies to a marathon round of 

public meetings.  

From the winter of 

1915 onwards, 

travelling from one 

end of the country 

to the other, he gave 

nearly 350 lectures 

in three years.  He 

rallied support for 

the war and railed 

against the vileness 

of those he called 

‘Germhuns’ and 

‘Austrihuns’.  He 

praised ‘the moral 

grandeur of British 

manhood’ and ‘the 

supreme fitness of 

the Anglo-Saxon 

and the Latin races 

to assume the 

leadership of the 

world’.  Styling 

himself the voice of 

common sense, and 

claiming to speak on behalf of both servicemen overseas and their 

families at home, he repeatedly took the government and the authorities 

to task for their alleged failures in the prosecution of the war. Victory, 

he promised repeatedly, could be achieved within months, if not sooner, 

if only the politicians would listen to him – or, even better, take him 

into government.  
 



 

10 

 

All of this – and most of it, to be fair, hugely popular with his readers 

and audiences – was delivered in language mixing apparent plain-

speaking with a treacly religiosity designed to play on the fears and 

prejudices of the British public.  Bottomley constantly professed a 

conviction that the war was a part of God’s plan, which he called ‘the 

Great Audit’, and that everything that happened (disasters included) 

was part of a divine ‘mystery’ into which, somehow, he – Bottomley - 

had been vouchsafed unique insight.  

     

*     * * 
 

The ‘gas mask’ passage quoted earlier is taken from the first of a series 

of four weekly pieces that Bottomley wrote for the Sunday Pictorial in 

September-October 1917 (with a companion piece, or ‘taster’, in John 

Bull). Owen’s letters show that he had already read some of 

Bottomley’s journalism during the summer of 1917,6  and while at 

Craiglockhart he must surely have seen the series of Sunday Pictorial 

articles.  They made a huge public impact – as, indeed they were meant 

to, not least because Bottomley intended them as a way of increasing 

pressure on the Government to give him an official position in the War 

Cabinet.  Coming at a time when Owen’s horizons were suddenly and 

rapidly expanding,and claiming as they did special insight into 

conditions at the front, it is hard to imagine that these articles did not 

provoke some animated reaction from him and Sassoon.  

 

Bottomley had for a long time been badgering the authorities to allow 

him to visit the front line; having finally gained permission, he was 

anxious to make clear to his readers that his version of the war would 

be different from others. At the beginning of his first article (23 

September) he boasts that:  
 

 
6 Letter 521 of 10 June 1917, for example, refers to ‘the Modern doctrine – 

preached by Horatio Bottomley, but not by the Nazarene – of salvation by 

death in war.’  See H.Owen and J.Bell (eds.): Wilfred Owen: Collected 

Letters (O.U.P. 1967). 
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unlike most of those civilians who “go to the Front,” I didn’t 

remain at the back.  I had made it known that I had come out to 

see things – not merely to hear about them . . . 
 

And, just for a moment, at the conclusion of this article, it does seem as 

though Bottomley might have begun actually to ‘see things’, to learn 

something from his experience:  
 

I could not but marvel at the satire upon our civilisation which 

directed all this energy and enterprise and capital to the 

destruction of life and property instead of into channels for the 

happiness and welfare of mankind. 
 

But immediately he veers off into pseudo-religious cant: 
 

But then came, apparently on the breeze of the battlefield, the 

old, old message – 'God moves in a mysterious way His wonders 

to perform' – and, subjugating my puny intelligence to the Great 

Heart of the Universe, I thought I saw the meaning of it all. 
 

God grant me light to understand it! 
  

In the second half of ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, Owen builds up an 

impassioned onslaught against those who cannot – will not – really ‘see 

things’: 
 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace  

Behind the wagon that we flung him in . . . 
 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood  

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs . . . 
 

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest. . . 

. . . the old lie …. 
 

One of the titles by which Bottomley’s John Bull came to style itself – 

and so by extension Bottomley himself, since the magazine was almost 

exclusively his mouthpiece – was ‘the soldier’s friend.’   
 

* * * 
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In the last of his Sunday Pictorial articles, Bottomley sums up his 

experience as ‘my special visit to the Front’: 
 

I say “special” visit because I really did go to the Front, and, 

thanks to the courtesy of the High Command, was afforded 

facilities such as few civilians have enjoyed for seeing the war 

in all its grim reality. 

 

It would seem, however, that the great Horatio had got no nearer to the 

Front line than the support trenches.  From there, he watched a dogfight 

between British and German aircraft (which, naturally, demonstrated 

‘the superiority of our airmen’).  Subsequently, he saw a British 

reconnaissance aircraft shot down over no-man’s-land and he describes 

the British troops’ response: first, machine-gunning ‘about fifty’ 

Germans – ‘grinning devils’, according to Bottomley, who have leapt 

out of their trenches to exult over the downed British airman – and then 

an artillery salvo called up as further revenge for the British casualty.  
 

All this was 

described in 

the very first 

of his four 

articles (23 

September) 

and 

represents in 

fact the full 

extent of 

what 

Bottomley 

saw of front-

line action.  

The 

remainder of 

his visit was 

to places well behind the lines. Nevertheless, he managed to spin out 

another three pieces, making ever more preposterous claims about his 

understanding of the war and his insight into its meaning and purpose. 

HB accepts a potato from a soldier's mess tin as he passes 

through a trench near Oppy Wood, in September 1917. 
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In his second article (30 September) Bottomley reports on his tour of 

the battlefields of the Somme (now, of course - since the German 

withdrawal to the Hindenburg line in the spring of 1917 - well away 

from the front).  He climbs into the shell of a burned-out tank; he meets 

some Indian troops and, by rewarding them with some ‘brass buttons 

and other tinsel things’ (you couldn’t make it up), he persuades them to 

‘chant me one of their uncanny songs and give me a war dance’.  The 

main focus of this second article, though, is Horatio’s visit to the burial 

grounds that cover the abandoned battlefields: ‘hundreds of little grave 

mounds, surmounted mainly by simple wooden crosses – with every 

now and then a more ornate memorial’.   
 

In his account, a wondering Bottomley has to turn aside from his guided 

tour, overcome, and ask for a moment alone among the graves: 
 

… there I stood – away from all the world – wondering whether, 

perchance, I might for one short moment be permitted to look 

beyond the Veil. 
 

So far, perhaps, for us, so cringe-making.  But Bottomley can’t leave it 

there: 
 

How long I had stood thus I do not know – or how much longer 

I should have remained but for something which broke upon my 

ears.  They were the sobs of a woman, mingled with the most 

piteous lamentation. ‘My son – my son' was its refrain. 
  
This bereaved woman has ‘special permission’ to be there – as 

(naturally) has Bottomley - and Horatio is (naturally) too much of an 

English gentleman to intrude on her grief.  ‘But’ (he writes) ‘our eyes 

met – and she understood.’   And so we are to believe that it was she 

(desperation of grief notwithstanding) who is the privileged one: 

privileged to be granted insight into the vast spirit of the journalist. 
 

It may well be that some - even all - of this took place roughly as 

Bottomley describes it. The problem is that his pious sentimentalising 

is so blatant, so relentless, as to throw into doubt the authenticity of his 

journalism. Did he really meet this woman?  Did he really leave his 

companions to collect battlefield relics so that he could meditate alone 
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on higher things?   Or how much is mere invention, designed to 

dramatise his battlefield sermons?  
 

The whole episode, of course, is clearly targeted directly at vulnerable, 

grieving families on the home front, desperate for comfort, anxious for 

reassurance that there was indeed, somewhere, some purpose in it all.  

Once launched, however, Bottomley seems to have been unable to step 

back from the role he had created for himself, as the nation’s voice of 

Truth and Understanding: 
 

I have looked into the eyes of dying soldiers – reading in their 

divine depths all the glory and the grandeur and much of the 

deep meaning of the Armageddon . . .  And to those who mourn, 

this comfort remains – God had need of these valiant souls.  

Without them – as the world is today – He could not have 

achieved his purpose.  Partners in His effort, they shall be sharers 

in His glory . . . 
 

Bottomley may not have been a public school man, but what else does 

his invocation here of ‘glory’ (twice), ‘comfort’ and ‘purpose’ amount 

to, if not ‘Dulce et decorum est / Pro patria mori’ without the Latin?   
 

But Owen, too has looked into the eyes of dying soldiers - ‘the white 

eyes rolling in his face’ - and knows that the ‘deep meaning’ Bottomley 

purports to have read there is simply an ‘old Lie’:  no more than a 

shallow reworking of the classical tag.  And Bottomley, in effect, ‘lies’ 

twice over: once, by claiming that the soldiers’ deaths bring ‘glory’, and 

again by claiming that what he offers is a freshly-won insight, rather 

than a worn-out gesture.   

  

*        *      * 
 

Bottomley was not the sole target of Owen’s anger in ‘Dulce et 

Decorum Est’. There are also, for example, the writings of the ‘Soldier 

Poets’ - serving soldiers, published in Galloway Kyle’s Songs of the 

Fighting Men and More Songs of the Fighting Men and widely popular 

after the battle of the Somme.  Some of them in 1917 still found it 
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possible to use the phrase ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ entirely unironically.7 

- though ‘high zest’ is a pretty accurate (if relatively charitable) 

description of his style, and rather more applicable to Bottomley’s 

manner than to Jessie Pope’s. But his articles in the Sunday Pictorial 

evidently provoked a powerful response in Owen, driving and shaping 

the formation not only of ‘Dulce’ but of other poems, too – as I shall go 

on to show. 

 
Paul Norgate will be returning to Horatio Bottomley in future issues.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

COVENTRY AND DRESDEN: POEMS OF WAR AND 

PEACE 

 
Antony Owen 

Coventry  

  

Rainer Barczaitis 

Dresden 

 

On the night of November 

14th 1941, German 

bombers inflicted massive 

damage on the English 

Midlands city of 

Coventry, including the 

destruction of the 

mediæval Cathedral. The 

deaths were in hundreds. 

 
7 See my ‘Wilfred Owen and the Soldier Poets, Review of English Studies, NS 

Vol. 40, No. 160 (Nov. 1989), and Elizabeth Vandiver’s Stand in the Trench, 

Achilles (O.U.P 2010). 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/i222355?refreqid=excelsior%253Ac1c95acceaa8b4845dfe9e11561db868
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i222355?refreqid=excelsior%253Ac1c95acceaa8b4845dfe9e11561db868
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A new word appeared in the German language – 'coventrieren': to wipe 

out or annihilate. 
 

Over the night of February 13th 1945, and the following day, British and 

American bombers wiped out the Eastern German city of Dresden, 

bringing about an enormous firestorm, and the deaths of thousands. 
 

Dresden and Coventry have become archetypes of the war-wrecked city, 

but also of rebirth – hence the Phœnix of the title of this collection. Many 

WOA members will remember the restoration of Coventry Cathedral in 

1962.8 Dresden's destruction had been greater, and its recovery slower, 

but the Zwinger Palace was restored during the GDR  period, and the 

ruined Marienkirche in 2004.  

Other losses have never been repaired: art-treasures once lost cannot 

return; but  humanity, if not individual human beings, is more resilient: 

Antony Owen/s latest collection of poems, Phœnix/Phőnix, published by 

the Thelem Press, with the English texts running alongside parallel 

German translations, is part of that restoration and resilienc- but resists 

the temptation to bury the horrors. 
 

Traditionally, a literary elegy involves some element of hope and 

reconciliation, and Wilfred Owen, who called his poems 'elegies', and 

who put words of reconciliation in the mouth of his German counterpart 

- 'the enemy you killed, my friend' - would surely have been impressed  

and moved by this poetic collaboration between the two wounded but 

surviving cities.  [Ed.] 

 

Antony Owen writes:  

 

The poems from this collection will be in my seventh book, which is a 

bi-lingual collection by Thelem University Press, involving a multitude 

of translators based across Dresden and Coventry.  
 

In a bi-lingual poetry collection the process of composition from the 

writers’ perspective is no different until after the poems are written. 

 
8  And, of course, the commissioning and first performance of Benjamin 

Britten's War Requiem, with settings of  nine poems by Wilfred Owen. 
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Then the translation process becomes collaborative in various ways: A 

number of exchanges via internet, using video conferencing and 

continuous document updates, as well as Q&A open sessions,  were 

arranged during COVID19 via Zoom sessions - so that both the 

translators and I could have a cross-cultural discussion about the 

meaning of the poems. 
 

I was adamant, as the writer, about giving full autonomy to the 

translators to use their interpretation of the poem, and to change any 

dialectal or exclusively national English references that the German 

readership might not understand. In places, there will be explanations 

for a German readership, accessible through a dedicated internet site to 

go with the book. The translated poems in German may well contain 

narrative slants, or reflections from the readers’ perspective, on how 

that poem was translated in its emotional and literal meanings. The 

beauty of a bi-lingual collection is that there truly is "A tale of two 

cities" that layer the skin and soul of the work into a cross-cultural 

exploration of the poems. Rainer Barczaitis and the translators have 

taken a nomadic journey through the poems, making this a work that I 

think is a key peace educational document, as well as a book of poems 

on war and peace.  

 

 

ESCAPING SOBIBOR 

 

For the 300 escapees and 50 who survived Sobibor extermination camp 

 

I picture you watching a sunflower climb over the fence 

its neck bowing to constellations of the wolf eye wood 

did it give you ideas that all fences can bend from enough weight? 
 

Why are people entering showers with their arms up to God? 

a rumour escaped like sunflowers that it’s to cram our kin in 

nobody knows why the howling stops suddenly like wolves. 
 

I picture the haggard-heavy face of a young German truck driver 

hands spill out the tarp like vines of violets purpled from the pull 

you can tell he was a handsome boy before the Eagle stole him. 
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I have a happy ending of three hundred sunflowers that lit up darkness. 

An escapee of Sobibor tends to each one like new-born babes in a nursery, 

she nurtures each seed and tells them they are yellow stars and shall live. 
 

I have a happy ending that when she died those sunflowers thrived. 

They flourished in packs like wolves and became intertwined like 

moonlight. 

I have a happily ever after but it’s frail as violets relying on light to reveal 

them. 

 

 

Rainer Barczaitis writes:  
 

For a German and thus a member of the perpetrator nation, translating this 

poem was difficult to do. According to a famous (if often misunderstood) 

sentence by Theodor W. Adorno, writing poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric. Translating poetry has a lot in common with writing poetry, as 

Antony Owen says and as we found while working on the translations. Can 

we then 'write' a poem about an extermination camp in the exterminator’s 

language? And can we do so and express hope? A 'happy ending' even?  
 

We cannot do so without reservation; Adorno’s words must be kept in 

mind. Yet I do not think they are to imply that poetry is impossible after 

the barbaric acts of Auschwitz and other such places of horror, as is often 

assumed. In my understanding, he gives a strong warning against a 

thoughtless use of poetry, a glossing over of the extreme culture rift that is 

Auschwitz, or Sobibor for that matter, against a continuation of the cultural 

tradition as though we were able to simply re-claim the literary language 

of yore. After Auschwitz, words do not mean the same. And there is this, 

too: A poem by an English author will provide a different perspective on 

events and crimes that are a part of German history. Portraying a young 

German lorry driver in Sobibor as a victim of war is a perspective that 

might well be seen as revisionist in a German poet. It is not the same in an 

English poem. 
 

Do these considerations have an impact on translating a poem like 

'Escaping Sobibor'? Let me give two examples: The second stanza of the 
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poem starts with the word 'Why': Why are people entering showers with 

their arms up to God? The question reminded me of words by a guard in 

Auschwitz that Primo Levi recounts: 'Hier ist kein Warum' – 'There is no 

"Why" here'. The answer that is given in the poem is no answer to the 

deeper question of why Jews were exterminated; in that sense there is no 

'why' in Sobibor. So, when considering 'Wieso' and 'Warum' as translation, 

we opted for 'Warum', because – es gibt dort kein 'Warum': there is no 

answering ‘why’ in Sobibor. Also, 'Knochenarbeit' in the third stanza has 

no direct correspondence in the source text but is a reference to what the 

young man does. Admittedly, it verges on the cynical to put it that way 

(literally, 'work in bones', hard graft). 
 

A couple more remarks on the translation: 'Wolfaugenwald' (for wolf-eye 

wood) in the first line has a fairy-tale ring and thus presages the last 

stanzas. In the second stanza, 'our kin' in 'it’s to cram our kin in' is 'unsre 

Leute', harking back to the Yiddish 'unsere Lajt'. 'An escapee of Sobibor' 

in stanza four necessitates gender marking in German, thus 'Eine Frau …' 

in the translation. The phrase 'Happy End' is lexicalised in German and has 

been in use since before Nazi times. Generally speaking, German tends to 

be longer than English – specifically, we did not escape a line break in the 

last line, because the German equivalent formula for ending a fairy tale 

simply is longer than the equivalent English. 

 

 

SOBIBOR ENTKOMMEN 

 

Für die 300, die aus dem Vernichtungslager Sobibor fliehen konnten, und 

die 50, die es überlebten. 

 

Rainer Barczaitis and Diana Hellwig 

Dresden 

 

Ich stelle mir vor: Ihr seht eine Sonnenblume über den Zaun wachsen 

ihn überwinden, sich neigen zur freien Natur hin, zum Wolfaugenwald  

hat euch das darauf gebracht, dass kein Zaun Entschlossenheit standhält? 
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Warum betreten Menschen die Duschbaracken mit zu Gott erhobenen 

Händen?  

Ein Gerücht wuchs wie Sonnenblumen: So passen mehr unsrer Leute 

hinein. 

Keiner weiß, warum Schreie plötzlich verstummen wie das Heulen der 

Wölfe.  
 

Ich stelle mir vor: Das zerquälte Gesicht eines jungen deutschen 

Lastwagenfahrers  

Hände plagen sich mit der Plane, die Adern lila wie 

Veilchen.Knochenarbeit.  

Man sieht noch, das war mal ein hübscher Bursch, ehe der Adler ihn 

krallte. 
 

Mein Happy End sind dreihundert Sonnenblumen, die das Dunkel 

erhellten. 

Eine Frau, entkommen aus Sobibor, umsorgt sie wie neugeborene Kinder,  

zieht sie einzeln aus Samen und sagt, gelbe Sterne seid ihr und ihr sollt 

leben.  
 

Mein Happy End ist, als die Frau starb, blühten die Blumen. 

Prächtig gingen sie auf, in Rudeln wie Wölfe und ineinander verflochten 

wie Mondlicht.  

Mein ‚Und so lebten sie glücklich‘ ist veilchenzerbrechlich und hungrig 

nach Licht,  

doch dann sehen wir sie.  

 
(Consultation: Lynne Adams, Stephen Lamb, Monika Schmidt-Campbell, 

Coventry; Translation: Rainer Barczaitis and Diana Hellwig, Dresden)  

 

 

Phoenix/Phonix can be bought in the UK from the Poetry Book Society at 

https://www.poetrybooks.co.uk/products/phoenix-phonix-by-antony-owen 

 

Another poem from the collection, with its accompanying translation, 

will appear in the next issue of this Journal. 

 

 
 

https://www.poetrybooks.co.uk/products/phoenix-phonix-by-antony-owen
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AYLMER WHO? 
 

Paul Elsam 

Scarborough 

 

Letters written after Wilfred Owen left Craiglockhart Military Hospital 

in Edinburgh show that, following his discharge (after treatment for 

what we now call PTSD), he emerged with feelings of deep respect, 

even love, for his fellow-officer and fellow-poet Siegfried Sassoon. The 

core of this was probably gratitude – both for granting him access to the 

London ‘club’ of writers, publishers and others, and for guiding him 

towards publication of his first collection of poems. However, during 

Wilfred’s own lifetime the search for publication would prove fruitless; 

and after Craiglockhart, Sassoon too would become elusive, delaying 

replies and possible visits to Yorkshire, and sometimes even failing to 

mention his presence in London when both men were there.9 
 

It feels possible, however, that by the time Wilfred Owen was on his 

midnight train out of Edinburgh, Sassoon had already bestowed his 

most important gift: a copy of Aylmer Strong’s poetry collection A 

Human Voice.10 The copy was apparently Sassoon’s own - sent to him 

by Strong, in hopeful anticipation of a sales-boosting favourable 

review. It seems fair to state that Sassoon was no fan of poetry that 

Owen biographer Dominic Hibberd dubs ‘astonishingly bad’11 Writing 

in his 1945 memoir Siegfried’s Journey,12Sassoon chuckles afresh at 

the memory of the ‘portentously over-elaborated verse’ created by a 

 
9  It seems clear from accounts by both Owen and Sassoon that their 

correspondence lapsed for several months because letters went astray, and 

each thought that the other had stopped writing (postcard to Susan Owen 1 

July 1918). However, Sasson quite possibly had found Wilfred's effusiveness 

alarming and embarrassing, and retreated a little. [Ed.] 
10 Elkin Matthews, London 1917. Reprinted by British Library Historical Print 

Collections 2021 
11 Dominic Hibberd: Wilfred Owen (London, Phoenix 2002) p.350. 
12  Siegfried Sassoon: Siegfried's Journey (London: Faber and Faber 1945) 

p.64-65 
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‘grandiloquent poet’13 . That early November night in 1917, a ‘cursory 

inspection’ had confirmed to Sassoon that Owen ‘would find [the 

poems] amusing’; and so, apparently, he did.  
 

Sassoon read sections out loud to Wilfred on that last night together in 

Edinburgh. Siegfried needed Wilfred to see the joke: that Strong’s 

poetry all but choked on its own flowery lyricism. Thus Sassoon 

mockingly entertained Wilfred with lines such as: 
  

What cassock’d misanthrope 

Hawking peace-canticles for glory-gain, 

Hymns from his rostrum’d height th’ epopt of Hate? 

 

That last line in particular provoked ‘inextinguishable laughter’; 

however, another quotation had ‘already scored heavily’: 
 

 O is it true I have become 

 This gourd, this gothic vacuum? 
 

It was surely a helpful intervention. Sassoon had read some of Wilfred’s 

work, so he knew of his friend’s love for romantic poetry. This, then, 

was a fresh warning to Wilfred to keep his poetry simple – advice 

Sassoon had himself previously received from Robert Graves. While 

there are lyrical flavours to a few of Wilfred’s subsequent poems, he 

does seem to have got the point; and Sassoon’s ‘joke’ gift – cheekily 

signed by him - would find an honoured place in Wilfred’s private 

library. In fact, Wilfred seems too to have joined in with the parody, 

because one or two subsequent letters to Sassoon are infused with 

Aylmer Strong-style floweriness. See for example Letter 557 to 

Sassoon, sent 5 November 1917, intended both to flatter Sassoon and 

to provoke the ‘blasting little smile’14  he’d seen on Siegfried’s face in 

moments of high mockery. ‘You gave’, he writes with Strong-like 

chewiness, ‘…with what Christ, if he had known Latin & dealt in 

oxymoron, might have called Sinister Dexterity’.  

 
13 Siegfried Sassoon: Siegfried's Journey (London: Faber and Faber 1945) 

p.64-65 
14  Harold Owen and John Bell: Wilfred Owen: Collected Letters (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press1967) pp. 504-506 
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Remembering his first meetings with Sassoon, Wilfred, already a ‘mad 

comet’, continues:  
 

I held you as Keats + Christ + Elijah + my Colonel + my father-

confessor + Amenophis IV in profile … you have fixed my 

Life… I spun round you a satellite for a month, but I shall swing 

out soon, a dark star in the orbit where you will blaze… 15 
 

Wilfred’s witty and effusive letter was a response to the news that, 

following Sassoon’s introduction, he had been invited to London to 

meet with cultural gatekeeper Robert Ross. This, Wilfred’s first big step 

towards book-length publication, followed Sassoon’s reading of six of 

Wilfred’s poems ‘chiefly written in Edinburgh’. After this, as Wilfred 

records in Letter 554 to Susan Owen (sent on 21 October 1917), 

Siegfried had altered  
 

… his advice of deferred publishing, and said I must hurry up & 

get what is ready typed. He & his friends will get Heinemann to 

produce for me. Now it is my judgement alone that I must screw 

up to printing pitch 16 
 

Such are the broadly-accepted headlines that emerge from a sifting of 

the embers of the Edinburgh relationship between Wilfred Owen and 

Siegfried Sassoon. But what of that third figure – the rather sad spectre 

at the feast? Since the poet Aylmer Strong would prove so central to 

Wilfred Owen’s abandonment of flowery verse, might Strong, too, have 

warranted a little guidance? 
 

It’s perhaps odd that such a question has had so little attention. That 

said, The Human Voice does seem to have been Strong’s only poetry 

collection, meaning that there’s no track record to examine whether that 

author's own ‘voice’ ever changed. There was certainly a desire for 

change: as Strong self-deprecatingly recorded in a brief Preface, the 

poems were ‘unripe first fruits’17 Had the author (self-characterised as 

‘the tree’) ‘been allowed to stock a rifle, it had scorned, at this time, to 

 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., p.502. 
17 Op.cit. 
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lead a pen’. Strong adds: ‘We can but rough-hew our ends'. This last 

quotation feels significant. Here he (or she?) is presumably referencing 

the character of Hamlet: ‘There's a divinity that shapes our ends, / 

Rough-hew them how we will.’ In other words, It is God’s will that 

prevents [Strong]  from fighting. Of course, Strong knew this to be only 

one interpretation: the British government was not God, and it was their 

decree that certain people - including women, but not exclusively 

women - should not be allowed to bear arms on the battlefield. 
 

Hundreds of males with the first name ‘Aylmer’ are listed on the British 

census between 1841 and 1911, but the specific name ‘Aylmer Strong’ 

is missing. In the absence of proof of Strong’s gender, and reading the 

complete document, it feels at least possible that the poet was female, 

and writing under a male pseudonym. 
 

However that may be, if we accept the truth of Strong’s assertion in the 

Preface, then it must have been a source of great frustration, even 

distress. that fellow citizens were dying and being injured in such vast 

numbers, and the poet unable to play a part.18 But Strong was not 

powerless: the Preface goes on to state  
 

that ‘The proceeds (if any) are intended to swell the funds of The 

Recuperative Hostels (Hampstead and Romford), established for 

the care of critical nerve-cases from the Fronts.’  
 

Any profits, then, from copies sold would help to provide better care 

for those who, like Owen and Sassoon, had found themselves suffering. 

As if to underline this modest ambition, Strong closes with: ‘Be this the 

justification of the marketing’. 
 

 
18 There seems to me to be no reason to doubt the genuine sadness and guilt 

felt by  non-combatant poets at being unable to play their part in the war.  Rose 

Macaulay ('Many Sisters to Many Brothers') and Sir Henry Newbolt                

('The War Films') stand as examples. Owen and Sassoon might have dismissed 

that sadness as self-indulgent, but the part played by any one human being was 

not always within human control, and 'the will of God' is one way of 

rationalising that (Ed.) 
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Let’s join Strong for a moment in imagining a roaring success: Aylmer 

Strong’s The Human Heart selling in huge numbers, the wind in its 

impressive sales provided by generous praise from the likes of 

published provocateur-poet Siegfried Sassoon. Instead, Strong comes 

to us as a joke footnote in Wilfred Owen’s story - a purveyor of 

Astonishingly Bad Poetry whose only role was to warn Owen what not 

to do. Perhaps, all things considered, that’s fair enough. Even so, a 

treacly tread through A Human Voice yields a handful of interesting 

curiosities that might provoke researchers in future. 
 

The first thing to state is that Strong’s style varies quite a lot through 

the thirty-nine poems which make it into that author's first (and final) 

collection. There’s much sympathy for sufferers in there; and there’s 

poignant wit, including within the titles of poems. See, for example, the 

touching and tiny piece ‘To An Overall Gleefully Discarded by a Young 

Lady Leaving School’ (the poem is less than three times the length of 

the title). Strong asks (and I’m reminded here of Owen the Mad Comet): 

‘Can a sped rocket bide its envelope?’. There is, too, a willingness to 

admit to being wrong: for example, a footnote to Strong’s finger-

wagging ‘A Provincial Theatre in War-Time’, which chastises theatre-

goers for their ‘Guffaws amid the universal grame’ (a criticism which 

Sassoon too had expressed, in his violent poem ‘Blighters’) admits that 

later on Strong was ‘only too glad to dodge the Spectre for an hour or 

two in the genial Alhambra’.  
 

In ‘The Modern Recidivist’, Strong even dares to join Sassoon and 

Owen in ventriloquising working-class voices. Here the voices are 

those of prisoners forced to attend a classical music concert (‘They’re 

goin’ ter shove some Moosic in yer ‘ead’, announces the Warden). This 

playful premise leads to some witty heckling by the inmates (‘Grease 

them wheels!’, one inmate yells at the violinist, as he ‘starts ’is row’). 

Despite the humour, the poem is tentatively political: Strong is 

imagining the culture-clash consequences of the decision by the then 

Home Secretary Winston Churchill to support such missionary prison 

work.  
 

In ‘Vignette’, Strong offers up a dance of awkward affection between 

shy ‘Monsieur Le Curé’ and his parishioner ‘Cerise Vaugelasse’. The 
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poor man is trying to connect with her, when he is suddenly and wildly 

upstaged by ‘André the acolyte’, who, ‘like a Faun in a fit’, leaps in to 

take Cerise’s breath away. ‘Think what you’ve jettisoned, lonely old 

man’, Strong counsels the churchman. ‘Monsieur Le Curé, I’m sorry 

for you!’ It’s sweet, and it’s sad, and it’s written entirely in neat waltz 

rhythm. 
 

I’ll end this brief reappraisal with a complete Strong poem – the drily 

witty ‘The Sexton’, which, at just eight short lines, reminds us again 

that this poet, too, could be both concise and accessible: 
 

In the churchyard, on the bole, 

Sits the Sexton, handy soul. 

He’ll bespeak a pew that’s free, 

Or a grave, for you and me. 
 

‘Mid the headstones, in the sun, 

Smokes the Sexton, clever one;  

He can burrow, clang a bell, 

Pack us off to Heav’n or Hell.  
 

Perhaps, then. Aylmer Strong - like Wilfred Owen - just needed help in 

being steered towards greater and clearer work. He (or she) was after 

all (like the rest of us) only human; and it seems a pity that the poet's 

particular voice - ‘A Human Voice’ - should have been silenced for so 

long. carbHere Strong acknowledges ‘permission to include in this 

book’ the poems ‘Vignette’ and ‘The Modern Recidivist’. The targets 

of this gratitude are ‘The Proprietors of “The Pioneer” (Allahabad)’. At 

different points, this English-language Indian newspaper employed 

both Rudyard Kipling and Winston Churchill. And, presumably, 

Aylmer Strong. 

 
Dr. Paul Elsam has written two performance-related books for Bloomsbury, 

and is currently working on publications focusing on Wilfred Owen. His short 

article ‘ "Mend[ing] my speech": How France helped Wilfred Owen to 

reinvent himself' was published in the Paris Diderot Université journal ‘Arts 

of War and Peace’ in May 2021. Paul oversaw a ‘Wilfred Owen in 
Scarborough' event in July 2021, marked by the installation of seven 

'Wilfred Owen windows', drawing on the poems which Owen worked on 
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during his time in Scarborough. The windows are, unfortunately, only 

temporary installations, and may not be in place for much longer. For 

anyone who is able to travel to Scarborough in the near future, Paul 

Elsam is happy to provide a personal tour. For those who would like to 

see more, but are unable to make the journey in time, the following link 

will be of interest: 
https://bigideasbythesea.com/festival/index.php/wilfredowen/ 
 

We hope  to include Paul's account of these windows in the next volume 

of the Journal. The pictures on the following page  are part of a 

sequence taken by Kevin Sykes, from Reading in Berkshire. 

 
 

 
 
         

 

 

https://bigideasbythesea.com/festival/index.php/wilfredowen/
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WILFRED OWEN IN NORTH YORKSHIRE 

 
Mike Di Placido 

Scarborough 

 

This is a slightly-edited versions of a sequence of poems first 

published in  Pennine Platform and in the author's latest 

collection Alpha (Poetry Salzburg 2020).  Mike Di Placido tells us 

that the starting point for this sequence was Wilfred's turret room at 

the Clarence Gardens Hotel (now the Clifton Hotel). 

 
 

 

i. Craiglockhart and Sassoon 

(26th June – 3rd Nov. 1917) 

 
You approached the great man 

              tentatively 

and although coolly received 

              nonetheless     

offered him those attempts at verse. 
 

You needn’t have worried.   

              Eventually, 

 he would hear that holy voice,  

              brimming  

 and ready, within two years, 

              to join in 

 solidarity with your heroic dead. 
 

 So that together, like the sound  

         of some tragic choir, 

  you would rise above the poppies – 

         ring around the world.   
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ii. Clarence Gardens Hotel, Scarborough 

(November 1917 – March 1918) 

 
When the wind blew, you wrote home; 

the fire smoked horribly. 

But did it conjure up the atmosphere needed 

for your songs of war? 
 

As yet unknown, you’d write nightly 

after dinner, alone in your turret room, 

facing the no-man’s land of the North Sea – 

from which you divined your visions of Hell. 
 

And there it was, that theatre 

of dismemberment: trenches, barbed wire,  

mud, slaughtered men and sulphur skies; 

some circle of hell, recorded in a voice 

that would take your death to amplify. 
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iii. 7 Borrage Lane, Ripon 
(March–June 1918) 
 

Another eyrie, 

although this time, a humbler affair, 

under the eaves of a cottage. 
 

I see you smiling, 

catching the talk downstairs: 

a nice young man – he writes y’know. 
  
You’d compose your grim hymns of war, 

between letters home to mother 

and waiting on news from the front. 
 

Here, you locked into print  

the larger part of your vision. Spent 

your twenty-fifth birthday 

in the cathedral, 

no doubt with that sense  

of solemnity and awe 
 

which fused into your verse, 

creating a language not heard before. 

Or since. 
 

 

 

 iv. Burniston Barracks, Scarborough 

(June–August 1918)              
 

The front was a soft option 

compared to this place! Not like your stay 

at the Clarence (lording it over the domestics), 

and those jaunts down the Old Town with Bainbrigge, 

siphoning the pubs of beer! 
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Here, it was up at dawn: 

Work. Drills. Tents on the cliff top!   

Perhaps it smacked of the real thing – 

a destiny somehow foreknown – 

a fate there would be no avoiding.  

 
 

 

v. Last Farewells 

(London/Hastings/Boulogne: 17th, 30th and 31st August 

1918)  

 

What more is there to say  

that you will not better understand unsaid? 
 

So read the last lines 

of your last letter to Sassoon. 

 

With your mother on your final day, 

looking towards France, you quoted Tagore: 

When I go from hence, let this be my parting word, 

that what I have seen is unsurpassable.  
 

And during that last meeting with Sitwell 

and Sassoon, you were the condemned man 

being granted his last wish, listening to music, 
 

then sitting in the Physic Garden where you 

tired the sun with talking 

and sent him down the sky. 
 

A few snatched hours with Scott Moncrieff 

later that evening and then it was time 

for the holy glimmers of goodbyes. 
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WILFRED OWEN AND THE REVD HERBERT WIGAN: 

THE IMPACT OF DUNSDEN   

 
John Caperon 

Crowborough, East Sussex 
 

Between October 1911 and February 1913, aged eighteen and nineteen, 

Wilfred Owen was employed as a parish assistant in the parish of 

Dunsden, South Oxfordshire, living in the ‘fine manor house’19 of the 

vicarage alongside the Vicar, The Revd Herbert Wigan and a fellow 

assistant, Alfred Saxelby-Kemp.  
  
The role of parish assistant was diverse; it included contributing to 

church services, running Bible-classes, and parish visiting; and it was 

regarded as a kind of early training for future vicars.  Owen had 

considered the possibility of becoming ordained - ‘… am I called to the 

Ministry?’ he had written to his mother20 – and this would doubtless 

have been one possible option for someone of his actively religious 

background, and it was what later happened to his colleague Saxelby-

Kemp.  But this period in Owen’s life was formative in other ways than 

his family might have expected.  When he left Dunsden vicarage, it was 

with no further thought of a religious vocation.  
 

In her recent article in this Journal, 21  Meg Crane explored the 

relationship between Owen and the Vicar of Dunsden, and the impact 

which The Reverend Herbert Wigan had upon Owen during their time 

together in the vicarage.  Two questions spring to mind:  how did this 

once impeccably Anglo-Catholic clergyman find his way into an 

Evangelical, Low Church parish and there promote an extreme, 

Calvinistic Revivalism? And how far was this extreme version of 

 
19 Dominic Hibberd: Wilfred Owen: A New Biography (Phoenix, paperback 

edn. 2003) p.76. 
20 H.Owen and J.Bell (eds.): Wilfred Owen: Selected Letters (O.U.P.1985; 2nd 

edn 1998) p.12. 
21 Meg Crane: 'The Reverend Mr Wigan and the Growth of a Poet’s Mind'.  

WOAJ 2020 Vol 1, pp 32-35. 



 

34 

 

Christian belief, espoused by Wigan, responsible for Owen’s decision 

to ‘murder’ his ‘false creed’?22 
 

In describing the religious culture of the Church of England in the last 

decade of the nineteenth and the first of the twentieth centuries – the 

period of Wilfred Owen’s growth to manhood – it is usual to identify 

three major strands of belief and practice, the Low, High and Broad 

Church schools of thought.  To understand both Owen and Wigan, and 

where they stood in relation to Christian faith, it’s helpful to sketch what 

these terms mean.  ‘Low Church’ would probably accurately describe 

the majority of clergy and parishes in England at the time.  Deriving 

from the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation of the Church, this 

Low Church strand, also called Evangelical, was generally suspicious 

of ceremony or clerical pretension; it disliked ornament and 

elaboration, and preferred straightforward religion, relying heavily on 

the Bible and unencumbered by sacraments or mystery. This was the 

religious context of the Owen family.  
 

But this characteristic version of English Christianity had been 

challenged in the earlier nineteenth century by the emergence of a new 

High Church or Anglo-Catholic trend in thought and practice, the 

Oxford Movement, which sought to recover some of the lost practice of 

pre-Reformation times and to highlight the historic, Catholic origins of 

the Church of England.  A series of publications between 1833 and 

1841, 'Tracts for the Times’, had promoted these ideas, giving rise to 

the term ‘Tractarian’; and those of this way of thinking commended a 

renewed emphasis on the Sacraments, on the authority of the priesthood 

and on the apostolic succession of the English bishops.  By Owen’s 

lifetime, the Oxford Movement had brought about significant shifts in 

the religious landscape.  A leading Tractarian, John Henry Newman, 

had – fulfilling the worst of Low Church fears - converted to Roman 

Catholicism in 1845; and although Anglo-Catholicism had been widely 

resisted, on legal and patriotic grounds, its cultural influence had 

become significant. New large, ornate, neo-mediæval churches had 

been built, a new Oxford college had been named in honour of John 

 
22 Letters, ed.cit., p.68. 
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Keble, the founder of the movement, and Low Church, Protestant 

thinking no longer dominated Church and nation.   
 

Meanwhile, there were clergy who were able to see that in a period of 

rapid scientific and industrial development, when intellectual culture 

was shifting away from older certainties, there needed to be those in the 

Church who negotiated with that changing culture and sought to 

accommodate belief into a wider intellectual context. This Broad 

Church movement was never as clearly-defined as Anglo-Catholicism, 

but its aim was to make ongoing Christian belief possible in a rapidly 

changing culture.  
    
How exactly Herbert Wigan, vicar of Dunsden and Owen’s employer, 

fits into this picture is something of a conundrum, though the external 

facts of his life are clear enough.  Son of a Tractarian vicar, Wigan was 

sent to Radley, and began his Oxford education in 1884, being 

registered at both Oriel (Newman’s college) and at Anglo-Catholic St 

Stephen’s House.  He graduated BA23 in 1887, the same year he entered 

Cuddesdon, the Anglo-Catholic theological college on ‘God’s Holy 

Hill’ outside Oxford.  He was made deacon in 1888, ordained priest in 

1889, and served in the diocese of Rochester as curate in the parish of 

St Philip, Sydenham, from 1888-1890.   
 

In 1891 Wigan became chaplain of Bloxham School, one of Nathaniel 

Woodard’s Anglo-Catholic schools for the sons of the middle classes, 

where he remained until 1899.  A period of undocumented travel and 

personal illness apparently followed; and his next church appointment 

was in 1903, when he became curate of the parish of Sonning in the 

Oxford diocese. Wigan only eventually became a vicar, running his 

own parish for the first time, fifteen years after his ordination as priest, 

at nearby Dunsden in 1904, remaining in post as a convinced 

Evangelical until his death in 1947.24  His was a startling transition from 

High Church Anglo-Catholic to Low Church Evangelical: brought up 

 
23 As Hibberd points out, Wigan obtained only a Pass degree, and the Bloxham 

school record confirms that in spite of being a popular master at the school, 

he was never thought of as a scholar [Ed.].  
24 Information from Crockford’s Clerical Directory, 1947 edn. 
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and nurtured in Tractarian thinking, at Dunsden he embraced and 

promoted its polar opposite.   
 

Dominic Hibberd, in his biography of Owen, doesn’t deal at all 

convincingly with this remarkable and highly unusual transition from 

High to Low, from one ecclesiastical extreme to the other, simply 

proposing that ‘At some stage before or soon after arriving at Dunsden, 

Herbert Wigan saw the light. He renounced his Tractarian past … and 

became a committed Evangelical’.25  ‘Saw the light’ has a regrettable 

whiff of flippancy about it; but in the absence of hard evidence Hibberd 

clearly felt it was all he could offer: so we clearly have to look 

elsewhere than in his biography to get any closer to an explanation.   
 

One alternative source is Bloxham School. Wigan’s time there has 

recently been painstakingly recorded by the present school archivist 

Simon Batten; but he too can only ‘speculate that some event or 

experience had a major impact on Wigan's faith at some point’26.  
 

What Batten’s researches in the Bloxham archives do reveal, though, is 

‘… that in his time at Bloxham Wigan was heavily involved in the life 

of the school - organising the school sports day, running societies, 

speaking in debates, even giving 'humorous' readings at concerts - but 

something seems to have changed by the time he is in Dunsden’.27 It’s 

certainly hard to reconcile this organising sociability with the 

impression we get of Wigan from Owen’s letters, where he comes 

across as serious, earnest even, and preoccupied with spiritual matters, 

notably the revivalist conversion of his parishioners.  
   
At Dunsden vicarage there was certainly no hint of ‘humorous 

readings’. Instead, Owen’s letters record that Wigan’s distinctly un-

humorous reading to his assistants centred on the 1859 Irish Revival, 

something he hoped would be replicated at Dunsden.28 This offers real 

insight into Wigan’s theological approach. The Irish Revival of 1859 

 
25 Hibberd, op.cit. p.79. 
26 Private communication to the author, 17.02.2021. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Selected Letters, ed.cit,. p. 30. 
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had been an extraordinary outbreak of religious fervour mainly within 

the Presbyterian churches of Northern Ireland, bringing widespread 

increases in numbers of church attenders, who would display dramatic 

symptoms - prostration, groans, cries for mercy - before proclaiming 

their new-found faith. It was said that pubs, dances and fairs grew empty 

while the churches filled, apparently as a result of public preaching 

which highlighted the sinfulness of humanity, the danger of imminent 

divine judgement and condemnation to Hell, and the need to be ‘saved’ 

by personal repentance and ‘turning to Christ’.29  
  
A few fragments from Wigan’s articles in the Dunsden Parish Magazine 

are quoted by Dominic Hibberd, and these indicate just how much 

Wigan had been affected by revivalist thinking. Considering the 

question of how Owen might have reacted to death in the parish, 

Hibberd records that two fifteen-year-old boys had died of diphtheria in 

March 1911: boys Owen would doubtless have known. Wigan had 

apparently noted the opportunity which these early and unexpected 

deaths presented for him to remind his parishioners of the possible 

imminence of divine judgement: ‘What a warning for us all to be ready 

for the Master’s coming’, Wigan had said in the magazine.30  And in an 

article for a later magazine in 1914, Wigan wrote: ‘The acceptance of 

the Gospel means Life … the failure to accept means Death, and there 

is no intermediate position'.31 Owen, it seems, had had the misfortune 

to land in the parish and household not of an ordinary Low Church or 

Evangelical clergyman such as he had come across before, but of a 

distinctly extremist figure, someone far to the theological right of his 

own conventionally Low Church background: Wigan was a Calvinist, 

one who believed that God ‘elected’ some for salvation, while others 

were damned for all eternity.  
    
Wigan’s extreme journey from committed Anglo-Catholicism to 

revivalist Evangelicalism has no clear rationale, and it’s arguable that a 

 
29 See: Andrew R Holmes:  'The Ulster Revival of 1859: Causes, Controversies 

and Consequences'. The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, Vol. 63, Issue 3, 

July 2012, pp.488–515. 
30 Hibberd, op cit., p. 92. 
31Ibid., p. 82. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-ecclesiastical-history
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-ecclesiastical-history/volume/DED24A1050983DCD67C0C88B7CE658AF
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-ecclesiastical-history/issue/776D61EC05F1D1799ABCCBAC337F6E27
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more common direction of travel would have been ‘up the candle’: from 

a Low to a High Church position.  But what both John Bell as the editor 

of Owen’s letters and Dominic Hibberd as Owen’s biographer seem to 

want to do is to offset any too-negative impression of Herbert Wigan 

which readers might have from the letters. Bell twice footnotes 

favourable recollections of Wigan, one from Wigan’s nephew The 

Revd Bernard Wigan, and the other from Owen’s contemporary in the 

vicarage, The Revd Alfred Saxelby-Kemp.  
 

Both seem to be saying the best they possibly can about the vicar.  The 

nephew describes his uncle as, at first, an ‘advanced exponent’ of 

Anglo-Catholicism, and notes that he was invited to stay with The Revd 

Edward King before King’s enthronement as Bishop of Lincoln in 

1885. Now King had been Principal at Cuddesdon and Wigan seems to 

have been a protégé;32 and King was in some respects the public face of 

Anglo-Catholicism in the late 1880s. The first Church of England 

bishop since the Reformation to wear a mitre in public ministrations, 

the first to wear Eucharistic vestments: King was a hated figure among 

the Evangelicals and was taken to Law by the Protestant-minded 

Church Association. That Wigan should have been close to the 

‘saintly’33 King at this point and later renounce all that King stood for, 

siding with his accusers, is puzzling, to say the least.  
  
Bernard Wigan records his uncle’s change of theological stance rather 

differently from Hibberd, but again without any attempted explanation: 

‘… after he had been some years at Dunsden he changed into a strong 

evangelical …. But in later life he mellowed considerably, and was 

always pleased to see me, although I was Curate at St Barnabas, Oxford 

…’.34  The suggestion here is that the parish culture of Dunsden may 

have changed Wigan’s perspective, but we remain simply in the realms 

of conjecture.  Owen’s fellow parish assistant, Kemp, offers little more, 

 
32 Letters, ed.cit., pp.20-21, footnotes. 
33 Owen Chadwick: The Victorian Church (A & C Black 1970; 2nd edn 1972) 

Vol 2, pp. 353-5. 
34 Letters, ed cit., p.21 fn.  St Barnabas's Church in Oxford was well-known for 

its Anglo-Catholicism. A very thinly-disguised version of it appears at the 

terrifying conclusion of Hardy's Jude the Obscure [Ed.] 
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apart from recollecting that Wigan apparently ‘had a soft spot’ for 

Owen; and that he was ‘rather lordly … I remember the village women 

curtsying to him’; and like Owen, he recalls the ‘awful evening 

silences’.35  We are left with the impression that Wigan was an earnest, 

pre-occupied and rather unclubbable man, whose inner convictions 

were – for unknown reasons - now the polar opposite of those he had 

held previously.  
 

It’s a rather unappealing picture, marginally modified by Hibberd’s 

attempt to rehabilitate him: ‘The Reverend Herbert Wigan … has had a 

bad press. He is usually portrayed as he emerges from a cursory reading 

of Wilfred’s letters: snobbish, selfish, extravagant, painfully dull, a man 

of ‘very decided and onesided religious beliefs’, often absent from duty, 

and apparently devoid of sympathy for the sick and the poor. A very 

different memory of him survives in the parish he served for so long, 

and a group of elderly villagers in 1997 described him with warm 

affection as ‘a lovely man’, ‘a real gentleman’, ‘a saint’.36  Somehow, 

though, Hibberd’s attempted re-balancing of the picture, this recourse 

to the distant memories of ‘a group of elderly villagers’, fails to 

convince entirely.  
  
So what motivated Wigan’s volte face, his renunciation of Anglo-

Catholic belief and practice, remains a mystery.  What is clear, though, 

is that Owen’s encounter at close quarters with Wigan made him 

increasingly uncomfortable with this particular brand of Christian faith.  

Owen’s own background church culture had certainly been Low 

Church; though there seems little evidence of austere revivalism.   But 

for Owen to become a parish assistant, it would have to be with the right 

kind of clergyman: someone of Low Church, Evangelical faith like the 

Owen family’s, and on this ground Wigan was apparently suitable: ‘his 

views coincide with ours’, he reported.37  That judgement, though, was 

premature and utterly mistaken. 
     

 
35 Ibid. p.28, fn. 
36 Hibberd, op.cit., p.76. 
37 Ibid., p.20. 
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Owen’s time at Dunsden began happily enough.  Having at his 

interview decided that Wigan was ‘a most delightful parson’,38  his 

earliest impressions continued along these lines: ‘I will say nothing 

about dear Mr Wigan … but I was much enlightened concerning certain 

doubts in my mind when he talked of literary people at dinner today. 

He is a sixth cousin of the great William Morris! has heard Ruskin 

lecture! was introduced to Holman Hunt! … read Romola in Florence 

overlooking Ponte Vecchia!’ 39  At this very early stage, Owen 

apparently admires and is reassured by ‘dear’ Mr Wigan: it appears that 

he needed to know that Wigan had at least some literary interests, and 

was clearly delighted by the discovery.  Was Wigan perhaps even a 

literary kindred spirit?  
 

That may have been Owen’s hope.  Within a week, though, the subject 

turned from literature to revival: ‘Generally the vicar reads to us about 

the Irish Revival of 1859. Then instead of family prayers which was the 

custom, we have a private prayer meeting every evening.  The vicar has 

the hope of a Revival in the place much on his mind in these times’.40 

At this point Owen seems untroubled by Wigan’s revival hopes; though 

he had earlier witnessed something of revivalism at the Mission in 

Shrewsbury: writing to his mother in April 1911 he had described how 

his own sense of ‘reverence’ was ‘outraged’ by the service he’d 

attended there; and he quoted Ruskin on the superficiality of ‘the 

converted’, who ‘… suddenly awakening to the fact of there being a 

God, fancy themselves therefore His peculiar people and 

messengers…’.41  Owen was clearly still at home in Low Church belief 

and culture at this point, but ‘revival’ is in altogether different territory.  

Dr Johnson had long before described ‘enthusiasm’ or revivalism as ‘a 

vain belief of private revelation; a vain confidence of divine favour or 

communication’;42 and Owen appears to have shared the Johnsonian 

and Ruskinian reservations about this religious outlook and associated 

behaviour.   

 
38 Ibid., p.22. 
39 Ibid., p.29. 
40 Ibid., p.30. 
41 Ibid., p. 17. 
42 Samuel Johnson: The Dictionary of the English Language (1755). 
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Those early readings about revival, together with the private prayer 

meetings each evening – doubtless more demonstrative and 

‘enthusiastic’ occasions than the ‘family prayers’ they replaced, and 

requiring earnest intercession for revival - might have shown Owen 

how things were likely to develop at Dunsden.  However, for some time 

he appears to have immersed himself in the routines and activities of 

the parish, and to have been ‘at home’ in his new context. By January 

1912 he had sufficiently won the confidence of Herbert Wigan to be 

offered charge of a new lads’ Bible Class, which Hibberd sees as: ‘a 

public accolade from the Vicar, a sign that he now had complete 

confidence in his assistant…’.43  
 

But Owen’s new experiences were impacting him strongly, none more 

so than his parish visiting.  Entering ‘… the wretched hovels of the 

parish … the crazy, evil-smelling huts …’44 he became aware of the 

constrained lives of the rural poor, and all this was for him, he wrote to 

his sister Mary, ‘… an education in the Book of life’.45  Deriving, 

though he seems to have done, real satisfaction from some of his parish 

visits – ‘The consciousness of bringing a stray gleam of pleasure into a 

sick room is in itself ineffably pleasurable,’ he wrote46 - Owen appears 

to have found the religious culture of the parish increasingly dull:  

‘Alas!’ he said, ‘I am beginning to tire of all these meetings … I want 

to be reading.’47 
 

By March 1912, he was evidently something of a divided soul.  On 

Good Friday, the most solemn day of the Christian year, he sang a solo, 

‘O Come and Mourn’; and later wrote to his mother in appreciation of 

Arnold’s comment to the effect that ‘When I survey the Wondrous 

Cross’ is ‘the finest piece of religious poetry in our tongue’.48  Good 

Friday at Dunsden had clearly appealed to the devotional aspect of 

Owen’s faith.  But within days he was displaying in another letter a 

 
43 Hibberd, op.cit,. p. 91. 
44 Letters, ed.cit., p.32. 
45 Ibid., p.36. 
46 Ibid., p.40. 
47 Ibid., loc.cit. 
48 Ibid., p.43. 
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withering critical distance from the religious rhetoric of a visiting 

speaker, a Mr Moore; described suffering from ‘lassitude’; and was 

eager to ensure that neither the parish nor – particularly – ‘the Vicarage’ 

was aware of his efforts to assist the family of his young friend Vivian 

Rampton to acquire a piano.49 Owen’s interaction with young people – 

notably with Vivian Rampton and Milly Montague – was clearly 

rewarding, and with Vivian he could talk about literature; parish visiting 

was revealing, educative; but from the closed, religious culture of the 

parish, especially as it was embodied in Wigan, ‘the Lord Vicar of the 

Parish of Dunsden’, as he grew to think of him,50 he was becoming 

increasingly alienated.  
 

Not long after Easter, Owen wrote of his fundamental differences from 

the Vicar: ‘I am increasingly liberalising and liberating in my thought, 

spite of the Vicar’s strong Conservatism …’.51 And by mid-June he 

clearly no longer saw himself as destined for any kind of theological 

study: ‘One thing I may state, and that is – I definitely abandon the 

thought of Divinity Training till at least an Arts Degree is won.  Such 

at present is my resolve. All theological lore is growing distasteful to 

me.  All my recent excursions into such fields proves it to be a shifting, 

hypothetical, doubt-fostering, dusty and unprofitable study. Such a 

conclusion at my time of life is not to be wondered at.  It may change 

hereafter.’52  
 

By this point, there were several factors which pointed Owen’s personal 

and intellectual development in a direction far from that with which he 

had arrived at Dunsden. No longer contemplating future theological 

study, dismissing theology itself as ‘doubt-fostering’, he found the 

religious culture of the vicarage and parish limiting, claustrophobic, 

becoming merely a ‘hotbed of religion’, as he was later to describe it.53 

It seems clear that Owen had outgrown the straightforward, literalistic, 

revivalist version of Christian faith which Dunsden, and Herbert Wigan 

 
49 Ibid., pp.43-46. 
50 Letters, ed.cit., p.64. 
51 Ibid., p.50. 
52 Ibid., p. 53. 
53 Ibid., p.68. 
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personally, embodied.  And while some of the relationships in the parish 

gave enjoyment, with ‘the Vicar’ himself he was less and less at ease, 

describing him witheringly in August as ‘a Clergyman of the 

Established Church, an Oxford man, of very decided and one-sided 

religious beliefs…’.54  
 

Whatever ‘doubts’ he may specifically have been harbouring, Owen’s 

gradual distancing from the Low Church background and culture of his 

family, and from the more rigorous culture of revivalist Dunsden, can 

be seen as typifying the shift away from faith experienced by very many 

in that era.  From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the assumptions 

of Christian faith had been undermined by geological and biological 

science; and Owen was in some ways simply repeating the intellectual 

journey of many nineteenth-century Christians. In this connection it’s 

interesting that he seems not to reference Tennyson’s ‘In Memoriam’ 

as a classic text of ‘faith and doubt’.  Evolution was, for Evangelical 

believers like Owen with a traditionally literalistic approach to the 

Christian scriptures, a huge problem.  If there had been no literal Adam, 

how could there have been a Fall, and without a Fall, how could there 

be a need for Redemption? The whole Evangelical Christian edifice was 

thrown into perilous instability.   
 

But in the Broad-Church and Anglo-Catholic areas of the Church of 

England, a degree of intellectual accommodation with evolutionary 

science and with ‘modern thought’ in general had already taken place.  

It had begun with Essays and Reviews55 of 1860, published a mere four 

months after Darwin’s On the Origin of Species of 1859; and continued 

in Lux Mundi56 of 1889.  By the early years of the twentieth century this 

 
54 Ibid., p.57. 
55The distinguished liberal churchmen who contributed to this volume included 

Frederick Temple, the future Archbishop of Canterbury, Dean Henry Liddell 

(he of the Greek dictionary, and father of Alice) and Benjamin Jowett, the 

future Master of Balliol [Ed.]. 
56 A further collection of essays, edited by Charles Gore, bishop of Oxford and 

founder of the Community of the Resurrection, in which a group of Oxford 

academics attempted to ‘put the Catholic faith into its right relation to modern 

intellectual and moral problems'. 
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‘accommodating’ stream of Anglican thought had established a new 

positioning for the Church on matters of science and biblical criticism: 

no longer were Anglicans required to hold literalist views of the Bible, 

or a pre-scientific approach to the world of nature.  But Owen’s own 

cultural Evangelicalism seems simply to have been out of touch with 

the liberal and progressive theological developments of the previous 

fifty years.     
 

Nor, personally, did Owen at this point seem to have been able to link 

his literary with his religious self, or indeed - like his admired Keats - 

‘to be capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any 

irritable reaching after fact & reason’. 57   It is as if his literary 

hermeneutic simply had no relevance to his understanding of the 

Christian scriptures: he just couldn’t read the Bible as he read poetry.  

Increasingly, Wigan’s stern, Calvinistic commitment to a belief in a 

literal and eternal heaven or hell, an either/or destiny of salvation or 

damnation, with its strong component of personal guilt, became 

impossible for Owen to live with.  It was simply too extreme. What he 

referred to as the ‘unswallowable bone of contention, the Doctrine of 

Election’,58 lay at the heart of Calvinistic thought; and he was repelled 

by it. 
 

Wilfred Owen had been able to relate to his mother with apparent 

equanimity the revivalist conversion experience of Milly Montague’s 

mother at a Dunsden Mothers' Meeting: she ‘yielded herself to God, and 

was brought to the point by the visible happiness of her child’, he 

wrote.59  But even while using this language to Susan Owen, he was 

expressing darkly his own reservations about the sacrifice of his 

‘Reason’. It is as if his mind, his intellectual self, could no longer remain 

within the culture and practice of revivalism. And as the embodiment 

of revivalism, Wigan likewise became impossible to live with.  Their 

ways had to part.  
 

 
57  The Letters of John Keats, ed. by H E Rollins, 2 vols (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1958), i, pp. 193–4. 
58 Letters, ed.cit.,p.71. 
59 Ibid., p.68. 
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It was therefore with relief that Owen left Dunsden, although after his 

departure he did apparently revisit the parish at least twice, and was, 

according to Hibberd, ‘warmly greeted by local people … and the Vicar 

himself’. 60  There was no public scandal, no personal animosity 

surrounding Owen’s departure.  And if it was a departure from the 

specific, revivalist culture of Wigan’s brand of Evangelicalism, it was 

by no means a departure from the Christian religion itself, altogether a 

broader and deeper stream of thought and feeling than Wigan’s 

Revivalist understanding of it, however that came at Dunsden to be his 

position.  Owen’s later work remains deeply rooted in the imagery and 

feeling of Christianity, and the Christ figure continued to exercise a 

powerful influence on him.  Owen’s ‘Passivity at any price’ is drawn 

directly from the teaching of Jesus; and training his men for battle was 

for Owen like ‘teaching Christ to raise his Cross by numbers’.61 He 

remained deeply influenced by Christian patterns of understanding, and 

by the Christian imagination.   
 

How far was Wigan directly responsible for Owen’s renunciation of his 

‘false creed’?  One suspects that in another kind of church culture Owen 

might very well have been able to remain in the fold.  Most ironically, 

had Wigan himself kept hold of his Anglo-Catholicism, and had 

Dunsden been that kind of context, it could potentially have been a more 

congenial context for Owen, though it is hard to imagine Owen at that 

stage ever knowingly having entered a High Church parish.62 But in the 

Anglo-Catholic tradition there was a place for aestheticism, for poetry, 

for dramatic liturgy – even for a degree of homo-eroticism - and all 

these he might have found and relished had an Anglo-Catholic context 

been open to him.   
 

But it seems that Wigan’s particular Calvinistic and Revivalist version 

of Christianity was so harsh in its approach to anything ‘worldly’, and 

certainly to imaginative literature and poetry in particular, that Owen 

 
60 Hibberd, op cit., p.121. 
61 Letters, p.337 
62 See Owen’s remarks about the vicar who ‘celebrates Mass daily and requires 

someone to say ‘amen’ in the consecration prayer since it is uncanonical to 

have no congregation’ (Letters, pp.20-21). 
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was bound to be repelled, sooner or later, by it – and by its principal 

exponent, Herbert Wigan.  Had Wigan been a more inclusive and less 

extreme Low Church vicar; even touched by the intellectual 

accommodation brought by the Broad Church movement; more 

sympathetic to Owen’s poetic vocation; more open in his culture and 

his understanding of faith; things might have been very different.  But 

had that ever come about, Owen might have remained merely a 

footnote, rather like his sometime colleague Kemp, and like Wigan’s 

own nephew; we should not have had the Wilfred Owen of the great 

war poems.  But then, as Eliot63 says: 
 

What might have been is an abstraction 

Remaining a perpetual possibility 

Only in a world of speculation. 
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In the two previous instalments of this article, Katharina Dixon-Ward 

argues that the transformation in Wilfred Owen's writing which took 

place at and after Craiglockhart was attributable not only to the 

influence of Siegfried Sassoon, but also to the system of treatment 

practised by Dr Brock – a scholar as well as a medical practitioner, for 

whom poetry and social awareness went together. 
 

Owen's early poems were 'crowded with personified abstractions but 

void of human company' – only after 1917 does he 'define poetry in 

terms of human interconnection'. Brock's therapy – which was to be 

overtaken by the 'talking cure' adopted by Dr. Rivers -  was 

'educational' rather than 'recuperative' (Wilfred spoke of his time at 

Craiglockhart as his 'free-and-easy Oxford'). Brock saw what he 

described as 'war psychology' (what others called 'neurasthenia') not 

as a new and separate affliction, but as an acute form of a general 

modern condition – the 'antagonism between individual and 

surroundings: an alienation which could be remedied by congenial and 

creative, self-expressive 'work' connecting the individual to the 

community – in Brock's words, 'finding them their job'. 

 

In this, Brock was looking back to the work of the Greek philosopher-

physicians Hippocrates and Galen, and to the legend of Antæus, whose 

strength was invincible as long as he was in contact with the earth, but 

failed when he was separated from it. For Owen, the muth and the ideas 

embodied in it proved a fruitful addition to the influence of the 

Romantic poets. In such poems as 'Spring Offensive' and 'Exposure' he 

explores the harmony of humans and their environment, and the 

apocalyptic consequences of the destruction of that harmony. 
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The few previous studies which have engaged with Brock’s theory at 

all tend to follow Hibberd’s lead in interpreting the psychologist’s 

influence on Owen first in terms of re-vitalisation and, secondly, in 

terms of a Geddesian interplay between individual and geological 

environment (as we have seen in ‘Spring Offensive’, ‘Exposure’, ‘A 

Terre’ and ‘Mental Cases’). No critic, to my knowledge, has yet 

recognised the connection between Brock’s re-integrational therapy 

and Owen’s most famous statement, the ‘Poetry is in the Pity’. Yet the 

importance Brock placed on what he called ‘Human bonds’ has much 

in common with Owen’s 1918 emphasis on a universal human 

sympathy and ‘reciprocity’ in poems such as ‘Strange Meeting’ and 

‘Insensibility’.64 Indeed, I would go as far as to suggest that, without 

Brock, Owen’s Preface and the intentions it proposes might have been 

absent from the canon of First World War literature.  
 

Although the cornerstone of Brock’s Neo-Hippocratic conception of 

health was an accord with one’s surroundings, this was not limited to a 

natural environment of ‘Airs, Waters and Places’. Brock re-interpreted 

Galen and Hippocrates to stipulate a harmonisation with one’s social 

environment. Considering what kind of environment’ the ‘human 

organism’ was ‘related to’, Brock asserts the importance of the ‘social 

environment’ 65 . He draws upon Aristotle’s teaching that Man is a 

‘politikon zoön’ (usually translated as ‘social animal’) to propose that 

 
64 HC p.288; CPF p.145 
65 MF p.85 
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‘man can only develop and express his full human nature within 

society’ 66  Yet Brock then specifies a more precise translation of 

‘politikon zoön’ to mean ‘pertaining to a polis – it means civic’.67 For 

Brock, the Greek civic was the ideal model of society. In his studies, he 

returns time and time again to this political utopia where the ‘social 

bond had actually a significance apart from self-interest’.68 Sarah Cole 

discusses the early twentieth-century tendency to seek in Classical 

Greece ‘a template for a fully realised, highly cultivated, self-confident 

society, a model and example for the contemporary world’69(). If Brock 

believed neurasthenia to be a sociological disease, then the Greek civic 

model becomes a social cure. Brock’s methodology is so 

incomprehensible to modern psychologists because it is utopian. He 

works from the outside in, aiming to cure a sick society rather than 

localise disease within individual, manageable units. This approach 

does not sit well within capitalist discourse. At Craiglockhart, Brock 

tried to create a miniature civic, seeing the hospital as ‘microcosm of 

the modern world’ and encouraging his ‘officer patients’ to consider 

themselves both ‘responsible inmates of the institution in which they 

are treated’ and ‘true companions’70 Each patient should ‘constitute 

himself a doctor to … his fellows’ 71  The ‘reintegration of the 

individual’, for Brock, meant an integration into an altruistic society 

which recalled the Polis.72 In effect, Brock medicalised the civic ideal.  
 

Owen’s introduction to his Outlook Tower essay reveals that he took in 

the Tower’s implications as ‘an Allegory … which stands to disarm The 

Exclusive.73 The Tower, though ‘dominant over the whole champaign’, 

was ‘not isolated'. Its ‘power is in the opening of its doors: and so it 

takes its enemies’, for its ‘chief enemy is the Spirit of exclusiveness’. 

 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 HC pp.18:26 
69 Sarah Cole: Modernism, Male Friendship and the First World War 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University  Press 2003) p.24 
70 RA pp.25; 33 
71 Ibid. p.34 
72 Ibid. 30 
73 'Essay on the Outlook Tower' pp.25-6 
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Owen’s lines, as well as his criticism of the scientific exclusivity of ‘the 

over-specialist locking himself in a groove’, echo Brock’s 

preoccupations. 74  Brock condemns what he calls scientific 

‘departmentality’ and his most clear disparagement of ‘Exclusiveness’ 

comes at the end of Health and Conduct .75 The ‘lesson of the war’, 

Brock argues, ‘was that the bonds holding the elements of society 

together (pre-eminently Cash bonds) are incapable of their work, and 

will have to be replaced right speedily by Human bonds’ (This requires 

‘Real Human Intercourse’, a ‘fundamental condition’ which ‘can only 

be fulfilled in Real localities’.76   
 

We begin to see how Brock prompted a closer interaction or sympathy 

with fellow men in Owen’s poetry. His treatment was preparation for 

the influence in 1918 of another classicist whose name is all but absent 

from Owen criticism: the student and close friend of Gilbert Murray, 

James Alexander Kerr Thomson.77 In January 1918, only a few months 

before Owen would come to write his Preface, he wrote to Leslie 

Gunston that he had been reading ‘a glorious book of critical essays’, 

J.A.K Thomson’s The Greek Tradition78. The collection is mentioned 

 
74 Ibid., p.25 
75 HC p.288 
76 Ibid., loc.cit. 
77 Thomson was the ‘former biological teacher’ to whom Brock expresses 

gratitude in his Galen Preface (Galen: On the Natural Faculties [London: 

Heinemann 1918] vi). Murray was a lifetime patron and promoter of 

Thomson and his work and wrote the preface to Thomson's 1915 work The 

Greek Tradition (v. infra, fn. 82) 
78 CL 527 
79 Jon Stallworthy: Wilfred Owen. rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press 

1988) p.309 
80  HC p.118; Greek Medicine (London and Toronto: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd. 

1929) p.x 
81 David Cantor: ‘Between Galen, Geddes and the Gael: Arthur Brock, 

Modernity and Medical  Humanism in Early-Twentieth-Century Scotland’. 

Journal of Medicine and Allied Sciences 60.1  (2005) p.2; Christopher 
Stray: Classics Transformed: Schools, Universities and Society in England 

1830-1960.  (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1998) p.237 
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in Wilfred Owen’s letters but missing from Harold Owen’s record of 

his brother’s library, suggesting that the book might have been 

borrowed, lent or lost. 79 . Indeed, considering that Brock discusses 

Murray in his Health and Conduct and that he translated Galen for 

Heinemann’s Loeb Classical Library, it is likely that Brock might have 

read or owned a copy of Thomson’s collection of  essays.80. Both J.A.K 

Thomson’s collection and Brock’s translation stem from the neo-

humanist revival, characterised by English translation as part of an 

‘organised defence of classics’.81 
 

In his chapter ‘On Greek Simplicity’, Thomson describes and partially 

translates an episode in Homer where Achilles, avenging his lover 

Patroclus, grips a young boy, Lycaon, at the end of his spear in battle. 

Lycaon notably begs for Achilles’s ‘pity’ rather than his mercy. ‘The 

words in which the young boy pleads for his life’ Thomson remarks, 

‘are extraordinarily depressing; you want to put your hands to your ears. 

(And yet it has been said that the Iliad is a glorification of 

war)’.Achilles, however, cries ‘Die thou also! Why dost thou so 

bemoan thyself? Patroclus is dead’ before murdering the young boy. At 

this point, Thomson doubles back on himself. He admits that he had 

‘left untranslated a single word, one of the commonest in Greek, yet the 

very word which makes the line where it occurs one of the most 

wonderful in poetry’. This word is φἱʎoϛ (philos), which Thompson 

translates as ‘something a little less than beloved, but certainly, in the 

context, a great deal more than friend’. The line then becomes ‘Nay, O 

φἱʎoϛ, Die thou also’.82 
 

Thomson’s translation of ‘philos’ as ‘less than beloved’, but ‘more than 

friend’ had a direct influence on ‘Strange Meeting’. ‘Strange friend’ I 

said, ‘here is no cause to mourn’. The soldier replies: ‘I am the enemy 

you killed, my friend/ I knew you in this dark: for so you frowned/ 

Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed’. ‘Jabbed’ suggests 

 
 

 

 
82  J.A.K.Thomson: The Greek Tradition. Introd. Gilbert Murray. (London: 

George Allen & Unwin  Ltd. 1915) p.146 
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death not by bullet but bayonet, which more aptly recalls Achilles's 

spear.83 
 

Beyond a source for Strange Meeting’s ‘Strange Friend’, Thomson’s 

The Greek Tradition provides the foundation for Owen’s ‘Preface’ and 

his preoccupation with pity. The phrase, ‘[t]he pity of war, the pity war 

distilled’ did not exist in Owen’s 1917 fragment, appearing for the first 

time in the 1918 draft of ‘Strange Meeting'. 84  Indeed, the earlier 

fragmentary draft of ‘Strange Meeting’, written in November 1917 before 

Owen recorded having read Thomson’s The Greek Tradition, gives no mention 

of the ‘[s]trange friend’; he was a 1918 addition.85 Thomson presents his 

theory that poetry stemmed from ‘filial piety’ in a chapter entitled ‘The 

Springs of Poetry’: 86 
 

The emotion (if we may call it that) which is touched by poetry 

and expressed in it is a sense of the solidarity of our being with 

that of nature and our fellow men… The sentiment fades in 

intensity as culture progresses; but it is one of the roots of 

culture. Poetry, I think, has grown out of it. [my emphases].87 
 

 
83 Perhaps Thomson’s Lycaon episode reminded Owen of Shelley’s Revolt of 

Islam. As noted by Sasi Das, ‘Strange Meeting’ also clearly echoes Shelley’s 

Revolt of Islam; ‘as one whose spear had pierced me … whom now strange 

meeting did befall’. Once again, we find Owen’s Romantic grounding 

inseparable from his later influences. 
84 CPF p.131 
85 Ibid., p.148 

86 Op.cit., pp.186-191 
87 CPF p.13. Elizabrth Vandiver (Stand in the Trench, Achilles [Oxford: 

O.U.P. 2010] pp.306-8) also notes J.A.K. Thomson’s translation of ‘philos’ 

as a potential source for ‘Strange Meeting’. Yet she does not notice 

Thomson’s most important influence on Owen, his theories on ‘The Springs 

of Poetry’. She also misses the parallels between Thomson’s theories on 

poetry and Arthur Brock’s socio-medical theories. 
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Thomson’s argument that ‘Poetry’ has ‘grown out of’ a unity between 

individual, ‘nature and our fellow men’, I believe, was the catalyst for 

Owen’s famous ‘Preface’: ‘The Poetry is in the pity’. Yet Owen might 

never have been so compelled by these lines had he not received six 

months of Brock’s treatment. After all, Thomson applies to poetry the 

same logic that had founded Brock’s ‘ergotherapy’. Thomson, mid-way 

through his essay, quotes the exact same line from Belloc that Owen 

had cited at the beginning of his own Outlook Tower essay: ‘A Tower 

far off arrests a man’s eye always’88  Reading this, Owen could not have 

helped but recall Brock’s exoneration.  
 

Thomson’s poetic and Brock’s medical theories converge in the final 

lines of ‘Insensibility’:  
 

By choice they made themselves immune  

To pity and whatever moans in man  

Before the last sea and the hapless stars;  

Whatever mourns when many leave these shores  

Whatever shares  

The eternal reciprocity of tears.  
 

Not only is ‘Insensibility’ an echo of the Bellocian opening line of 

Thomson’s chapter, ‘that in us which is moved by poetry is evidently 

primordial, not recent or factitious’, but it also adopts Thomson’s 

recurrent environmental images of the ‘human shores’, ‘sea feeling’ and 

fateful ‘moon and stars’89. ‘Shares’ and ‘reciprocity’ take us back to 

Brock’s ‘Human bonds’ and ‘essential life process’, the ‘interplay 

between individual and environment’. 90  If Poetry is, as Thomson 

asserts, ‘a medium or conductor between the experience of the 

individual and the total experience of the race’, then it enacts the re-

integrational process Brock considered central to modern civilisation’s 

recovery91 The poetry was ‘in the pity’: through pity, poetry might 

provide a cure for Brock’s ‘prevailing moral epidemic’.92  

 
88 The Old Road (London: Constable and Company Ltd. 1911) p.3 
89 Thomson, op.cit., pp.187/ 193; 203 
90 HC p.288; Greek Medicine p.9 
91 Thomson, op.cit. pp. 207-8 
92 Letter to Patrick Geddes, 20 December 1920 
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IV.  

 

‘What, if anything, is the use of any of this?’  

 

In his play Not About Heroes (1982), Stephen MacDonald writes Brock 

out of Owen’s history. The play, a two-man performance tracking 

Owen and Sassoon from the summer of 1917 until Owen’s death, stages 

the two soldier-poets as if in an influential vacuum. Though other 

figures are mentioned (Owen’s letters to his mother are read verbatim), 

their presence in the script only serves to illuminate the Owen-Sassoon 

relationship which is the exclusive focus of the play. Typical of the 

majority of Owen criticism, MacDonald’s play over-emphasises 

Sassoon’s influence and eliminates Brock’s. While Owen only once 

mentions ‘the doctor’, MacDonald has Sassoon refer three times to Dr 

Rivers by name, the implication being that Rivers also oversaw Owen’s 

treatment.93 Similarly Sassoon’s line, the ‘ranks of Dr Rivers’ mentally 

disabled’ implies that all Craiglockhart patients were under Rivers’ 

remit.94 More injurious than the elimination of Brock's name, however, 

is MacDonald’s re-writing of Owen’s psychological understanding 

with Rivers’s ‘talking cure’. MacDonald’s Owen tells Sassoon ‘Since 

you and I met – talked – since you began to help – I can go through a 

night without thinking about it’.95 Owen’s assertion ‘Neurotic I may be 

– but I’m no longer neurasthenic’ is similarly incongruous with Brock’s 

teaching.96  
 

The larger payoff of a study of Brock’s influence on Owen is not just 

the uncovering of a forgotten medical history but of a suppressed 

medical perspective: one which refuses to classify and localise the 

abject securely within the body and mind of a patient. Today, western 

psychology is governed by a medical bureaucracy which divides 

disease into ever more specialised, ever more seemingly manageable 

 
93 Stephen MacDonald: Not About Heroes (London: Faber and Faber Limited 

1983) p.44 
94 Ibid., p.17 
95 Ibid., p.44 
96 Ibid., p.45. However, these are Owen's own words, from a letter to Susan 

Owen, 14 October 1917 [Ed.] 
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linguistic units. Nomination ‘creates social order’, controls and 

‘organises illness’ right down to the diminutive noun, ‘episode’97. Dr 

Peter Tyrer in his 1985 essay in The Lancet, wrote of the ‘pressure’ in 

an ‘age of technological sophistication’ to become diagnostic ‘splitters 

rather than lumpers’.98. Thirty-two years later, he still held that ‘the 

splitters are on the ascendance’. Yet, even more recently, he has posited 

that the ‘pendulum is beginning to swing’ towards support for a more 

generalised ‘dimensional approach to all disorders. 99  Beyond his 

influence on Owen, a re-consideration of Brock’s socio-medical 

theories, which advocate prognosis over diagnosis, environmental 

evaluation over clinical accuracy, calls into question the very positivism 

which upholds our twenty-first-century nosological100 structure.  

 

 

 
 

ERNEST BROOKS AND THE 2nd BATTALION, 

MANCHESTER REGIMENT, SERRE – JANUARY 1917 
 

Chris Bent 

Warrington, Cheshire 

 

Ernest Brooks (1876–1957) was probably the best known of the First 

World War photographers. He was an official military photographer 

and took several thousand images, some of which were noticeable in 

style for a silhouette effect. Before and straight after the war, he worked 

 
97Annemarie Jutel: ‘Sociology of diagnosis: a preliminary review’. Sociology 

of Health & Illness 31.2 (2009): p.278 
98 p.688 
99 Correspondence with the author: 9 July 2017 and 9 March 2018 

 

 
100 Nosology is the branch of medical science dealing with the classification of 

diseases 
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for the Royal Family. However, in 1925 he was dismissed from this 

post and stripped of his official honours (he had been awarded the OBE 

and the BEM). The reasons for this were never made public. 
 

He first became interested in photography whilst working in the 

household of a recently deceased British diplomat.  The family owned 

a couple of cameras and Brooks was asked to develop the films. Before 

long he had been able to buy a camera himself and started to take 

pictures of high-profile individuals for publication. Moving to Windsor, 

he began to work as a freelance newspaper photographer, and soon after 

became an official photographer to the Royal Family. This took him 

around the world, including a 1911 trip with King George V to India. 

Soon after that trip he opened up a studio in the centre of London.  
 

At the commencement of WW1, Brooks joined the Royal Naval 

Volunteer Reserve, but was soon appointed as the Admiralty official 

photographer for the Gallipoli landings. In March 1916 he was 

transferred to the War Office, where he became the official 

photographer for the Western Front. He was the only professional 

photographer at the Battle of the 

Somme, and was in the trenches near 

Beaumont Hamel on the disastrous 

first day. This photograph of Brooks 

was taken on 1st January 1917 - the 

day after Wilfred Owen first landed 

in France. The equipment is a Goerz 

Anschutz plate camera. During the 

month of January, Brooks stayed 

with Owen’s 2nd Battalion 

Manchester Regiment, and many of 

his photographs from that time are 

held by the Imperial War Museum. 

Some demonstrate his appetite for 

capturing poignant silhouette images 

and it is tantalising to think that Owen or his friends could be in some 

of them.  
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The two (emblematic) photographs opposite were taken in mid-January 

in the Serre sector. Owen was here on 12th January 1917.   It had been 

the scene of devastation for many of the Pals' Battalions on 1st July 

1916, and was a real baptism of fire for Owen six months later. He 

arrived at night and took up position in flooded dugouts that had 

previously been held by the Germans. The shelling that followed must 

have been truly terrifying, as they would have been totally ex-posed, 

with the dugouts facing the enemy shelling.  His experiences here were 

the inspiration for the poem 'The Sentry'. Writing home to his mother 

four days later he said: 
 

I have suffered seventh hell.  
 

I have not been at the front. 
 

I have been in front of it.   

 
I held an advanced post: that is a “dug-out” in the middle of No 

Man’s Land.  
 

 

We had a march of 3 miles over shelled road then nearly 3 along 

a flooded trench. After that we came to where the trenches had 
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been blown flat out and had to go over the top. It was of course 

dark, too dark, and the ground was not mud, not sloppy mud, but 

an octopus of sucking clay, 3, 4, and 5 feet deep, relieved only 

by craters full of water. Men have been known to drown in them. 

Many stuck in the mud & only got on by leaving their waders, 

equipment, and in some cases their clothes.  
 

High explosives were dropping all around out, and machine guns 

spluttered every few minutes. But it was so dark that even the 

German flares did not reveal us.  
 

Three quarters dead, I mean each of us ¾ dead, we reached the 

dug-out, and relieved the wretches therin. I then had to go forth 

and find another dug-out for a still more advanced post 

where I left 18 bombers. I was responsible for other posts 

on the left but there was a junior officer in charge.  
 

My dug-out held 25 men tight packed. Water filled it to a depth 

of 1 or 2 feet, leaving say 4 feet of air. 
  

Our entrance had been blown in & blocked.  
 

So far, the other remained.  
 

The Germans knew we were staying there and decided we 

shouldn’t.  
 

Those fifty hours were the agony of my happy life. 
 

Every ten minutes on Sunday afternoon seemed an hour.  
 

I nearly broke down and let myself drown in the water that was 

now slowly rising over my knees.  
 

Towards 6 o’clock, when, I suppose, you would be going to 

church, the shelling grew less intense and less accurate: so that 

I was mercifully helped to do my duty and crawl, wade, climb 

and flounder over No Man’s Land to visit my other post. It 

took me half an hour to move about 150 yards.  
 

I was chiefly annoyed by our own machine guns from behind. 

The seeng-seeng-seeng of the bullets reminded me of Mary’s 

canary. On the whole I can support the canary better. 
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In the Platoon on my left the sentries over the dug-out were 

blown to nothing. One of these poor fellows was my first 

servant whom I rejected. If I had kept him he would have lived, 

for servants don’t do Sentry Duty. I kept my own sentries half 

way down the stairs during the more terrific bombardment. In 

spite of this one lad was blown down and, I am afraid, blinded.  
 

This was my only casualty. (CL 480). 
 

The war diary for 11th January 1917 shows that the battalion were 

billeted at Courcelles, with A Company moving into the front line - or 

as Owen said, in front of it! - the next day They had relieved the 15th 

Highland Light Infantry. What followed for the next fifty hours must 

have been sheer hell. I wonder if Ernest Brooks could ever totally 

comprehend the real horrors that these men he photographed had 

endured.  

 

 

 

In 1926 Brooks filed for bankruptcy, but continued to work as a 

photographer. Times had certainly changed considerably for him, 

however, and in 1939 he listed his occupation as 'unemployed press 

photographer'.  He was then living in Clapham with his wife and two 

daughters, and later moved to Hendon, where he lived until his death in 

1957. 
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War Diary: 2nd Man-

chester Regiment, Serre 

sector, January 1917 

 

Photograph downloaded 

from the Regimental 

diary held in the National 

Archive at Kew.  

Photographs of Ernest 

Brooks and  the 2nd 

Manchester Regiment 

released by the Imperial 

War Museum 
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CHERRY BLOSSOM 

 
Greg Freeman 

West Byfleet, Surrey 
 

Unknown soldier abandoned in the mud 

and blood; his boots, miraculously,  

still gleaming. Leather guarded 

against weather. Demand  

blossomed on the western front. 
 

Boots on the ground. GIs found 

that Tokyo girls they took a shine 

to weren’t swept off their feet.  

Blamed their lack of polish, 

their rough, scuffed look.  
 

But it was much, much more than that, 

not just what it said on the tin, its 

fish-plate opener, the superficial sheen. 

Occupying Japanese soldiers  

often planted cherry trees. 
 

Temperate zone of the northern 

hemisphere. Drinking sake under 

the branches. Militaristic plotters  

assumed the name. Suicidal pilots  

painted them on the sides of planes.  
  
The blossoms symbolised clouds 

in a nation’s culture. O, what 

a cloud. And such brightness.  

Shadows left on walls.  

The ephemerality of lives.  
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