
 

WORLD WAR I POEMS 
 
These poems are to be used in writing the paper option due 
on November 17.  The assignment is:  Use those poems 
together with Jünger’s Storm of Steel to construct an 
argument about the experiences of soldiers in World 
War I.  Was Jünger’s experience unique as a German 
soldier, or were there elements shared by soldiers from 
other countries also? Explain.  I expect you to make some 
reference (paraphrase or quote) to at least half of these poems. 
DO NOT DO ANY OTHER RESEARCH/ READING 
beyond Storm of Steel and these poems. 
 
Correct citation format: (“Title of Poem” line numbers) – for 
example: (“Insensibility” line 2) or (“Base Details” lines 1-5).  
If you mention the name of the poem in the sentence, don’t 
repeat the title in brackets; just give the line number(s). 
 

 
 
Break of Day in the Trenches 
by Isaac Rosenberg  (1916) 
 
The darkness crumbles away --  
it is the same old Druid time has ever,  
Only a live thing leaps my hand --  
A queer sardonic rat --  
As I pull the parapet’s poppy  
To stick behind my ear.  
Droll rat, they would shoot you if they knew  
Your cosmopolitan sympathies.  
Now you have touched this English hand  
You will do the same to a German --  
Soon, no doubt, if it be your pleasure  
To cross the sleeping green between.  
It seems you inwardly grin as you pass  
Strong eyes, fine limbs, haughty athletes  
Less chanced than you for life,  
Bonds to the whims of murder,  
Sprawled in the bowels of the earth,  
The torn fields of France.  
What do you see in our eyes  
At the shrieking iron and flame  
Hurled through still heavens?  
What quaver -- what heart aghast?  
Poppies whose roots are in man’s veins  
Drop, and are ever dropping;  
But mine in my ear is safe,  
Just a little white with the dust.  

 
 
When you see millions of the 
mouthless dead 
by Charles Hamilton Sorley  (c. 1915) 
 
When you see millions of the mouthless dead  
Across your dreams in pale battalions go,  
Say not soft things as other men have said,  
That you'll remember. For you need not so.  
Give them not praise. For deaf, how should they 
    know  
It is not curses heaped on each gashed head?  
Nor tears. Their blind eyes see not your tears flow.  
Nor honour. It is easy to be dead.  
Say only this, 'They are dead.' Then add thereto,  
'Yet many a better one has died before.'  
Then scanning all the o'ercrowded mass, should you  
Perceive one face that you loved heretofore,  
It is a spook. None wears the face you knew.  
Great death has made all his forevermore.  
 
 
 
Common Form (excerpt from 
Epitaphs of War) 
by Rudyard Kipling (1914-1918) 
 
If any question why we died, 
Tell them, because our fathers lied.
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To Germany 
by Charles Hamilton Sorley  (1914) 
 
You are blind like us. Your hurt no man designed, 
And no man claimed the conquest of your land. 
But gropers both through fields of thought confined 
We stumble and we do not understand. 
You only saw your future bigly planned, 
And we, the tapering paths of our own mind, 
And in each others dearest ways we stand, 
And hiss and hate.  And the blind fight the blind. 
 
When it is peace, then we may view again 
With new won eyes each other's truer form and 
wonder.   
 Grown more loving kind and warm 
We'll grasp firm hands and laugh at the old pain, 
When it is peace.  But until peace, the storm,  
 The darkness and the thunder and the rain. 
 
Base Details 
by Siegfried Sassoon  (1917) 
 
If I were fierce, and bald, and short of breath, 
I'd live with scarlet Majors at the Base, 
And speed glum heroes up the line to death. 
You'd see me with my puffy petulant face, 
Guzzling and gulping in the best hotel, 
Reading the Roll of Honour. 'Poor young chap,' 
I'd say - 'I used to know his father well; 
Yes, we've lost heavily in this last scrap.' 
And when the war is done and youth stone dead, 
I'd toddle safely home and die - in bed. 

Suicide in the Trenches  
by Siegfried Sassoon   (1917) 
 
I knew a simple soldier boy 
Who grinned at life in empty joy, 
Slept soundly through the lonesome dark, 
And whistled early with the lark. 
 
In winter trenches, cowed and glum, 
With crumps and lice and lack of rum, 
He put a bullet through his brain. 
No one spoke of him again. 
 
You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye 
Who cheer when soldier lads march by, 
Sneak home and pray you'll never know 
The hell where youth and laughter go. 
 
The Parable of the Old Man and the 
Young  
by Wilfred Owen (1918) 
 
So Abram rose, and clave the wood, and went, 
And took the fire with him, and a knife. 
And as they sojourned both of them together, 
Isaac the first-born spake and said, My Father, 
Behold the preparations, fire and iron, 
But where the lamb, for this burnt-offering? 
Then Abram bound the youth with belts and  
    straps, 
And builded parapets and trenches there, 
And stretchèd forth the knife to slay his son. 
When lo! an Angel called him out of heaven, 
Saying, Lay not they hand upon the lad, 
Neither do anything to him, thy son. 
Behold! Caught in a thicket by its horns, 
A Ram. Offer the Ram of Pride instead. 
 
But the old man would not so, but slew his son, 
And half the seed of Europe, one by one. 
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Christ and the Soldier 
by Siegfried Sassoon   (1916)    
 

I 
The straggled soldier halted -- stared at Him --  
Then clumsily dumped down upon his knees,  
Gasping "O blessed crucifix, I'm beat !"  
And Christ, still sentried by the seraphim,  
Near the front-line, between two splintered trees,  
Spoke him: "My son, behold these hands and feet."  
The soldier eyed him upward, limb by limb,  
Paused at the Face, then muttered, "Wounds like 
these  
Would shift a bloke to Blighty just a treat !"  
Christ, gazing downward, grieving and ungrim,  
Whispered, "I made for you the mysteries,  
Beyond all battles moves the Paraclete."  
          

II  
The soldier chucked his rifle in the dust,  
And slipped his pack, and wiped his neck, and said --  
"O Christ Almighty, stop this bleeding fight !"  
Above that hill the sky was stained like rust  
With smoke. In sullen daybreak flaring red  
The guns were thundering bombardment's blight.  
The soldier cried, "I was born full of lust,  
With hunger, thirst, and wishfulness to wed.  
Who cares today if I done wrong or right?"  
Christ asked all pitying, "Can you put no trust  
In my known word that shrives each faithful head ?  
Am I not resurrection, life and light ?"  

 
III  

Machine-guns rattled from below the hill;  
High bullets flicked and whistled through the leaves;  
And smoke came drifting from exploding shells.  
Christ said "Believe; and I can cleanse your ill.  
I have not died in vain between two thieves;  
Nor made a fruitless gift of miracles."  
The soldier answered, "Heal me if you will,  
Maybe there's comfort when a soul believes  
In mercy, and we need it in these hells.  
But be you for both sides ? I'm paid to kill  
And if I shoot a man his mother grieves.  
Does that come into what your teaching tells ?"  
A bird lit on the Christ and twittered gay;  
Then a breeze passed and shook the ripening corn.  
A Red Cross waggon bumped along the track.  
Forsaken Jesus dreamed in the desolate day --  
Uplifted Jesus, Prince of Peace forsworn --  

An observation post for the attack.  
"Lord Jesus, ain't you got no more to say ?"  
Bowed hung that head below the crown of thorns.  
The soldier shifted, and picked up his pack,  
And slung his gun, and stumbled on his way.  
"O God," he groaned,"why ever was I born ?"... 
The battle boomed, and no reply came back.  
 
Does it Matter? 
by Siegfried Sassoon  (1917) 
 
Does it matter?—losing your legs?... 
For people will always be kind, 
And you need not show that you mind 
When the others come in after hunting 
To gobble their muffins and eggs. 
 
Does it matter ?—losing your sight?... 
There's such splendid work for the blind; 
And people will always be kind, 
As you sit on the terrace remembering 
And turning your face to the light. 
 
Do they matter?—those dreams from the pit?... 
You can drink and forget and be glad, 
And people won't say that you're mad; 
For they'll know you've fought for your country 
And no one will worry a bit. 
 
Glory of Women 
by Siegfried Sassoon    (1917) 
 
You love us when we’re heroes, home on leave, 
Or wounded in a mentionable place. 
You worship decorations; you believe 
That chivalry redeems the war’s disgrace. 
You make us shells. You listen with delight, 
By tales of dirt and danger fondly thrilled. 
You crown our distant ardours while we fight, 
And mourn our laurelled memories when we’re 
      killed. 
You can’t believe that British troops "retire" 
When hell’s last horror breaks them, and they run, 
Trampling the terrible corpses-blind with blood. 
    O German mother dreaming by the fire, 
While you are knitting socks to send your son 
His face is trodden deeper in the mud.  
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Dulce Et Decorum Est  
by Wilfred Owen (1917-18) 

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks, 
Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through 
    sludge, 
Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs 
And towards our distant rest began to trudge. 
Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots 
But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind; 
Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots 
Of tired, outstripped Five-Nines that dropped 
behind. 

Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!-An ecstasy of fumbling, 
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time; 
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling 
And flound'ring like a man in fire or lime... 
Dim, through the misty panes and thick green light, 
As under a green sea, I saw him drowning. 

In all my dreams, before my helpless sight, 
He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning. 

If in some smothering dreams you too could pace 
Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 
And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 
His hanging face, like a devil's sick of sin; 
If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 
Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs, 
Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud 
Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,- 
My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 
To children ardent for some desperate glory, 
The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 
Pro patria mori. 

[Note: the Latin phrase means “Sweet and fitting it is to 
die for one’s country.”] 

Disabled  
by Wilfred Owen (1917-18) 
 
He sat in a wheeled chair, waiting for dark, 
And shivered in his ghastly suit of grey, 
Legless, sewn short at elbow. Through the park 
Voices of boys rang saddening like a hymn, 
Voices of play and pleasure after day, 
Till gathering sleep had mothered them from him. 

 
 
About this time Town used to swing so gay 
When glow-lamps budded in the light blue trees, 
And girls glanced lovelier as the air grew dim,- 
In the old times, before he threw away his knees. 
Now he will never feel again how slim 
Girls' waists are, or how warm their subtle hands. 
All of them touch him like some queer disease. 
 
There was an artist silly for his face, 
For it was younger than his youth, last year. 
Now, he is old; his back will never brace; 
He's lost his colour very far from here, 
Poured it down shell-holes till the veins ran dry, 
And half his lifetime lapsed in the hot race 
And leap of purple spurted from his thigh. 
 
One time he liked a blood-smear down his leg, 
After the matches, carried shoulder-high. 
It was after football, when he'd drunk a peg, 
He thought he'd better join.-He wonders why. 
Someone had said he'd look a god in kilts, 
That's why; and maybe, too, to please his Meg, 
Aye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts 
He asked to join. He didn't have to beg; 
Smiling they wrote his lie: aged nineteen years. 
Germans he scarcely thought of; all their guilt, 
And Austria's, did not move him. And no fears 
Of Fear came yet. He thought of jewelled hilts 
For daggers in plaid socks; of smart salutes; 
And care of arms; and leave; and pay arrears; 
Esprit de corps; and hints for young recruits. 
And soon, he was drafted out with drums and   
   cheers. 
 
Some cheered him home, but not as crowds  
   cheer Goal. 
Only a solemn man who brought him fruits 
Thanked him; and then inquired about his soul. 
 
Now, he will spend a few sick years in institutes, 
And do what things the rules consider wise, 
And take whatever pity they may dole. 
Tonight he noticed how the women's eyes 
Passed from him to the strong men that were  
    whole. 
How cold and late it is! Why don't they come 
And put him into bed? Why don't they come? 
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Insensibility   5 
We wise, who with a thought besmirch 
Blood over all our soul, 
How should we see our task 
But through his blunt and lashless eyes? 
Alive, he is not vital overmuch; 
Drying, not mortal overmuch; 
Nor sad, nor proud, 
Nor curious at all. 
He cannot tell 
Old men's placidity from his. 

by Wilfred Owen (1917-18) 
 
  1 
Happy are men who yet before they are killed 
Can let their veins run cold. 
Whom no compassion fleers 
Or makes their feet 
Sore on the alleys cobbled with their brothers. 
The front line withers, 
But they are troops who fade, not flowers, 
For poets' tearful fooling: 
Men, gaps for filling: 
Losses, who might have fought 
Longer; but no one bothers. 

 
  6 
But cursed are dullards whom no cannon stuns, 
That they should be as stones. 
Wretched are they, and mean 
With paucity that never was simplicity. 
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. 

 
  2 
And some cease feeling 
Even themselves or for themselves. 
Dullness best solves 
The tease and doubt of shelling, 
And Chance's strange arithmetic 
Comes simpler than the reckoning of their shilling. 
They keep no check on armies' decimation. 

  
The Silent One   3 
By Ivor Gurney (1917) Happy are these who lose imagination: 

They have enough to carry with ammunition. 
Their spirit drags no pack. 
Their old wounds, save with cold, can not more 
ache. 
Having seen all things red, 
Their eyes are rid 
Of the hurt of the colour of blood for ever. 
And terror's first constriction over, 
Their hearts remain small-drawn. 
Their senses in some scorching cautery of battle 
Now long since ironed, 
Can laugh among the dying, unconcerned. 

 
Who died on the wires, and hung there, one of two -  
Who for his hours of life had chattered through 
Infinite lovely chatter of Bucks accent:  
Yet faced unbroken wires; stepped over, and went  
A noble fool, faithful to his stripes - and ended.  
But I weak, hungry, and willing only for the chance  
Of line - to fight in the line, lay down under  
    unbroken  
Wires, and saw the flashes and kept unshaken,  
Till the politest voice - a finicking accent, said:  
"Do you think you might crawl through, there:  
    there's a hole"  
Darkness, shot at: I smiled, as politely replied -  
"I'm afraid not, Sir." There was no hole no way to be  

 
  4 
Happy the soldier home, with not a notion 
How somewhere, every dawn, some men attack, 
And many sighs are drained. 
Happy the lad whose mind was never trained: 
His days are worth forgetting more than not. 
He sings along the march 
Which we march taciturn, because of dusk, 
The long, forlorn, relentless trend 
From larger day to huger night. 

    seen  
Nothing but chance of death, after tearing of clothes  
Kept flat, and watched the darkness, hearing bullets |   
    whizzing -  
And thought of music - and swore deep heart's deep 
    oaths  
(Polite to God) and retreated and came on again,  
Again retreated - and a second time faced the screen. 
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S.I.W. 
by Wilfred Owen (1917-18) 
 
  I The Prologue 
Patting goodbye, doubtless they told the lad 
He'd always show the Hun a brave man's face; 
Father would sooner him dead than in disgrace,- 
Was proud to see him going, aye, and glad. 
Perhaps his mother whimpered how she'd fret 
Until he got a nice safe wound to nurse. 
Sisters would wish girls too could shoot, charge, curse... 
Brothers-would send his favourite cigarette. 
Each week, month after month, they wrote the same, 
Thinking him sheltered in some Y. M. Hut, 
Because he said so, writing on his butt 
Where once an hour a bullet missed its aim. 
And misses teased the hunger of his brain. 
His eyes grew old with wincing, and his hand 
Reckless with ague. Courage leaked, as sand 
From the best sandbags after years of rain. 
But never leave, wound, fever, trench-foot, shock, 
Untrapped the wretch. And death seemed still withheld 
For torture of lying machinally shelled, 
At the pleasure of this world's Powers who'd run amok. 
 
He'd seen men shoot their hands, on night patrol. 
Their people never knew. Yet they were vile. 
'Death sooner than dishonour, that's the style!' 
So Father said. 
 
  II The Action 

One dawn, our wire patrol 
Carried him. This time, Death had not missed. 
We could do nothing but wipe his bleeding cough. 
Could it be accident?-Rifles go off... 
Not sniped? No (Later they found the English ball.) 
 
  III The Poem 
It was the reasoned crisis of his soul 
Against more days of inescapable thrall, 
Against infrangibly wired and blind trench wall 
Curtained with fire, roofed in with creeping fire, 
Slow grazing fire, that would not burn him whole 
But kept him for death's promises and scoff, 
And life's half-promising, and both their riling. 
 
  IV The Epilogue 
With him they buried the muzzle his teeth had kissed, 
And truthfully wrote the Mother, 'Tim died smiling.' 
 

Strange Service 
by Ivor Gurney (1917) 

Little did I dream, England, that you bore me 
Under the Cotswold Rills beside the water meadows 
To do you dreadful service, here, beyond your borders 
And your enfolding seas. 

I was a dreamer ever, and bound to your dear service 
Meditating deep, I thought on your secret beauty, 
As through a child's face one may see the clear spirit 
Miraculously shining. 

Your hills not only hills, but friends of mine and kindly 
Your tiny knolls and orchards hidden beside the river 
Muddy and strongly flowing, with shy and tiny 
   streamlets 
Safe in its bosom. 

Now these are memories only, and your skies and  
   rushy sky-pools 
Fragile mirrors easily broken by moving airs; 
But deep in my heart for ever goes on your daily being 
And uses consecrate. 
 
Think on me too, O Mother, who wrest my soul to  
   serve you 
In strange and fearful ways beyond your encircling  
   waters; 
None but you can know my heart, its tears and  
   sacrifice, 
None, but you, repay. 
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