
WHILE THE MAD GUNS
CURSEPOETS AT THE SOMME  

Often regarded as the greatest of the war 
poets Wilfred Owen was of mixed Welch 
and English ancestry. He was working as a 
teacher in France when war broke out but 
returned to England in 1915 where he joined 
the Artists Rifles Officers’ Training Corps. 
He was commissioned into the Manchester 
Regiment in June 1916 but didn’t leave 
for France until December of that year. 
Although the Somme Offensive was over 
by that time Owen served there with the 
Manchesters in January 1917. He fought 
on the front line at Beaumont Hamel but 
was wounded and was taken to Military 
Hospital where he wrote the poem 
Hospital Barge. Throughout 1917 and 1918 
he was on active duty but had periods 
in hospital recovering from war wounds 
and suffering from shell shock. It was at 
Craiglockhart Hospital in Edinburgh that 
he met Siegfried Sassoon and it was under his influence that he wrote 
some of his best poetry, especially his war poems such as Anthem for 
doomed youth, Futility and Dulce et decorum est.

Anthem for doomed youth was written in Craiglockhart in 1917 - Sassoon 
helped with the revision of the poem and suggested the title.
In August of 1918 he was back on the front line in Amiens, was wounded 
again and awarded the Military Cross. He was killed in action on Nov 4 
1918 one week before the signing of the Armistice.

Poet, journalist and literary editor Blunden 
was the longest serving war poet. 
Experiencing continuous service on the 
Western Front he served for two years in 
the trenches in Ypres and the Somme. He 
was a close friend of Siegfried Sassoon 
and a contemporary of Robert Graves at 
Oxford after the war. Blunden’s war poetry 
is concerned more with the psychological 
effects of war. 
Even though he survived the war without 
being physically wounded he nevertheless 
suffered from the psychological effects 
for the rest of his life. His war experiences 
are recounted in his autobiography 
Undertones of war published in 1928. 
In it he describes his terrible ordeals 
in combat in the Somme, Ypres, and 

Passchendaele, describing them as 
“murder, not only to the troops but to their singing faiths and hopes.”

As the literary critic Desmond Graham writes  “he [Blunden] is concerned 
overall with ‘war’s haunting of the mind’ ; his collected war poems bear 
this out and if we want an idea of what it was like to fight and survive 
WW1 then we can go to Blunden to give it to us.”
His poem 1916 seen from 1921 describes the psychological price 
exacted by war.

Blunden enjoyed a very distinguished 
post-war academic career. He had a 
special interest in war poetry editing 
Wilfred Owens’s poetry collections 
and writing a foreword to Brereton’s 
Anthology of war poems (1930).
He died in 1974.
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