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FOR THE FALLEN
They shall grow not old,
as we that are left grow old:
Age shall not weary them,
nor the years condemn.
At the going down of the sun
and in the morning
We will remember them.
Laurence Binyon

POEMS ON THE UNDERGROUND

124 Mansfield Road London NW3 2JB
Selection and editorial matter
copyright the Editors 2014
Poems copyright authors and publishers
(see Acknowledgements)
First published 2014
Design by The Creative Practice
Cover photograph John Beniston
The Editors thank London Underground,
Arts Council England and the British Council
for enabling us to produce and distribute free
copies of this booklet to mark the
centenary of the First World War.
The British Council is the UK’s international
organisation for cultural relations. The
Literature department showcases UK writing
around the world, working with writers and
partners to draw people across the world
into a closer relationship with the UK.
Published by Poems on the Underground
Registered at Companies House in England
and Wales No. 06844606 as
Underground Poems
Community Interest Company

FOREWORD

I am honoured to share Poems on the
Underground’s latest anthology, published as
part of London Underground’s commemoration
of the centenary of the Great War of
1914-1918.
The First World War had a profound impact on
London and its transport system. Nearly half of
the Underground’s staff were recruited to serve
and by the end of the war, more than one
thousand employees had been killed. Memorials
to them are at several stations across our
network.
This anthology features poetry written by
ordinary soldiers and their loved ones in
response to the conflict. These poems have all
appeared on the Tube over the past several
years, marking Remembrance Day each
November. Although the poets write about their
own direct experience of the war, there are
common themes: not only the fear and
suffering of the soldiers, and their unanswerable
questions – What was it all for? Who was
responsible? – but the saving grace of
comradeship and the recognition of
brotherhood across all boundaries.
These poems serve as testimony of tragic
events which still resonate for us today. As you
read this collection, I hope that you will
remember and reflect upon those who
sacrificed so much during the Great War.
Mike Brown, MVO
MD, London Underground and London Rail
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AUGUST 1914

What in our lives is burnt
In the fire of this?
The heart’s dear granary?
The much we shall miss?
Three lives hath one life –
Iron, honey, gold.
The gold, the honey gone –
Left is the hard and cold.
Iron are our lives
Molten right through our youth.
A burnt space through ripe fields,
A fair mouth’s broken tooth.
ISAAC ROSENBERG
(killed in action in France on 1 April 1918)
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IN TIME OF ‘THE BREAKING OF NATIONS’

Only a man harrowing clods
In a slow silent walk
With an old horse that stumbles and nods
Half asleep as they stalk.
Only thin smoke without flame
From the heaps of couch-grass;
Yet this will go onward the same
Though Dynasties pass.
Yonder a maid and her wight
Come whispering by:
War’s annals will cloud into night
Ere their story die.
THOMAS HARDY
‘Thou art my battle axe and weapons of war:
for with thee will I break in pieces the nations,
and with thee will I destroy kingdoms’
(Jeremiah: 51.20).
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THE LITTLE CAR

On the 31st of August 1914
I left Deauville shortly before midnight
In Rouveyre’s little car
With his driver there were three of us
We said goodbye to a whole epoch
Angry giants reared over Europe
Eagles left their eyries to wait for the sun
Voracious fish rose from the abyss
Nations rushed to know one another through
and through
In their dark dwellings the dead trembled with
fear
GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE
translated by the Editors
(wounded in action in 1916,
died in influenza epidemic on 9 Nov 1918)
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IN THE EAST

Like the wild organ music of the winter storm
Is the dark rage of the people,
The crimson wave of battle,
Of leafless stars.
With broken brows, with silver arms
Night beckons to dying soldiers.
In the shadow of the autumnal ash
The ghosts of the slain are sighing.
		
A thorny wilderness girdles the town.
The moon harries the terrified women
From bleeding steps.
Wild wolves broke through the gate.
GEORG TRAKL
translated by David Constantine
(served in the Austrian army medical corps,
died 3 Nov 1914 in a military hospital in
Krakow)
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LOST IN FRANCE

He had the ploughman’s strength
in the grasp of his hand;
he could see a crow
three miles away,
and the trout beneath the stone.
He could hear the green oats growing,
and the south-west wind making rain.
He could hear the wheel upon the hill
when it left the level road.
He could make a gate, and dig a pit,
and plough as straight as stone can fall.
And he is dead.
ERNEST RHYS
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LETTER TO ANDRÉ BILLY

9 April 1916

Gunner / Driver One (front line)
Here I am and send you greetings
No no you’re not seeing things
My Sector’s number fifty-nine

GUILLAUME APOLLINAIRE
translated by Oliver Bernard
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BROTHERS

Mariano 15 July 1916

What regiment are you from
brothers?
Word trembling
in the night
A leaf just opening
In the racked air
involuntary revolt
of man face to face with his own
fragility
Brothers
GIUSEPPE UNGARETTI
translated by Patrick Creagh
(served with the Italian army
on the Northern Front)
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HARMONICA

A tommy drops his harmonica in No
Man’s Land.
My dad like old Anaximenes breathes in
and out
Through the holes and reeds and finds
this melody.
Our souls are air. They hold us together.
Listen.
A music-hall favourite lasts until the end
of time.
My dad is playing it. His breath contains
the world.
The wind is playing an orchestra of
harmonicas.
MICHAEL LONGLEY
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BACH AND THE SENTRY

Watching the dark my spirit rose in flood
On that most dearest Prelude of my
delight.
The low-lying mist lifted its hood,
The October stars showed nobly in clear
night.
When I return, and to real music-making,
And play that Prelude, how will it
happen then?
Shall I feel as I felt, a sentry hardly waking,
With a dull sense of No Man’s Land
again?
IVOR GURNEY
(served on the Western Front,
gassed at Passchendaele and
invalided home)
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THE GENERAL

‘Good-morning; good-morning!’ the General said
When we met him last week on our way to the
line.
Now the soldiers he smiled at are most of ’em
dead,
And we’re cursing his staff for incompetent
swine.
‘He’s a cheery old card,’ grunted Harry to Jack
As they slogged up to Arras with rifle and pack.
. . . .
But he did for them both by his plan of attack.
SIEGFRIED SASSOON
(served in France,
awarded the Military Cross,
demobilized 1919)
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‘I KNOW THE TRUTH –
GIVE UP ALL OTHER TRUTHS!’

I know the truth – give up all other truths!
No need for people anywhere on earth to
struggle.
Look – it is evening, look, it is nearly night:
what do you speak of, poets, lovers, generals?
The wind is level now, the earth is wet with dew,
the storm of stars in the sky will turn to quiet.
And soon all of us will sleep under the earth, we
who never let each other sleep above it.
1915
MARINA TSVETAEVA
translated by Elaine Feinstein

15

IN MEMORIAM (EASTER, 1915)

The flowers left thick at nightfall in the wood
This Eastertide call into mind the men,
Now far from home, who, with their
sweethearts, should
Have gathered them and will do never again.
EDWARD THOMAS
(killed in action during the Battle of Arras
on 9 April 1917)
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ANTHEM FOR DOOMED YOUTH

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
– Only the monstrous anger of the guns.
Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle
Can patter out their hasty orisons.
No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor
bells;
Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs,-The shrill demented choirs of wailing shells;
And bugles calling for them from sad shires.
What candles may be held to speed them all?
Not in the hands of boys, but in their eyes
Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes.
The pallor of girls’ brows shall be their pall;
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.
WILFRED OWEN
(killed on the Western Front
on 4 November 1918)
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A DEAD STATESMAN

I could not dig: I dared not rob:
Therefore I lied to please the mob.
Now all my lies are proved untrue
And I must face the men I slew.
What tale shall serve me here among
Mine angry and defrauded young?

from Epitaphs of the War 1914-18
RUDYARD KIPLING
(Kipling’s son John died at the Battle
of Loos in September 1915 aged 18)
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GRASS

Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo.
Shovel them under and let me work –
I am the grass; I cover all.
And pile them high at Gettysburg
And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun.
Shovel them under and let me work.
Two years, ten years, and passengers ask the
conductor:
What place is this?
Where are we now?
I am the grass.
Let me work.
CARL SANDBURG
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MAIRE MACRAE’S SONG

The singer is old and has forgotten
Her girlhood’s grief for the young soldier
Who sailed away across the ocean,
Love’s brief joy and lonely sorrow:
The song is older than the singer.
The song is older than the singer
Shaped by the love and the long waiting
Of women dead and long forgotten
Who sang before remembered time
To teach the unbroken heart its sorrow.
The girl who waits for her young soldier
Learns from the cadence of a song
How deep her love, how long the waiting.
Sorrow is older than the heart,
Already old when love is young:
The song is older than the sorrow.
KATHLEEN RAINE
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EVERYONE SANG

Everyone suddenly burst out singing;
And I was filled with such delight
As prisoned birds must find in freedom,
Winging wildly across the white
Orchards and dark-green fields; on – on –
and out of sight.
Everyone’s voice was suddenly lifted;
And beauty came like the setting sun:
My heart was shaken with tears; and horror
Drifted away . . . O, but Everyone
Was a bird; and the song was wordless; the
singing will never be done.
April 1919
SIEGFRIED SASSOON
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ACCORDIONIST

for André Kertesz
The accordionist is a blind intellectual
carrying an enormous typewriter whose keys
grow wings as the instrument expands into a
tall
horizontal hat that collapses with a tubercular
wheeze.
My century is a sad one of collapses.
The concertina of the chest; the tubular bells
of the high houses; the flattened ellipses
of our skulls that open like petals.
We are the poppies sprinkled along the field.
We are simple crosses dotted with blood.
Beware the sentiments concealed
in this short rhyme. Be wise. Be good.
GEORGE SZIRTES
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THE LONG WAR

Less passionate the long war throws
its burning thorn about all men,
caught in one grief, we share one wound,
and cry one dialect of pain.
We have forgot who fired the house,
whose easy mischief spilt first blood,
under one raging roof we lie
the fault no longer understood.
But as our twisted arms embrace
the desert where our cities stood,
death’s family likeness in each face
must show, at last, our brotherhood.
LAURIE LEE
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