A T Turner — The Forgotten War Poet

AT Turner M.M.

An Introduction.

We were first made aware of A T (Tom) Turner whilst
preparing for a World War One Centenary exhibition.
Our appeal for stories about family members who had
served in that terrible conflict drew attention to the
uncle of Lesley Nelson of our church.

Turner did not have a good war. Enlisted in 1915, he
was sent to the trenches, was wounded, convalesced,
returned to the trenches, won the military medal, than
died in awful circumstances in 1917 at the age of twenty
four. His full story is given in the appendix at the end of
this document.

Yet somehow, he found time to write poetry in the
trenches. His major poem “Farewell” was published in
Blighty magazine in December 1917 after his death, and
in the 1920s his family published the remainder of his
work. We have one flimsy copy. At this time of writing
you will not find A T Turner on the internet, neither his
book nor even his publisher Dranes of London. It is the
purpose of this document to put that right.

What can we make of his poetry? Clearly struck down before fully developed in style, he
nevertheless shares the distinction with other War Poets of writing about unpleasant personal
experiences. Through him, we can glimpse some of the feelings of an ordinary Tommy in the
trenches. His main work “Farewell to England” was clearly written close to Christmas
whilst living in or near the front line. In it we have the wistful musings of a soldier in a badly
damaged country, dreaming of his unspoilt homeland, and wondering if those who gave their
sons to the conflict really understood what they had done.

Should we compare Turner to the greater, well known poets? In my view, contrast would be
a better word. Take, for example the famous poem “In Flanders Fields” by John McCrae.
McCrae was a medical officer who had to conduct the burial ceremony of a friend in a
Belgian Cemetery. His poem invoked the symbolism of the poppy, and we tend to associate
the war dead with neat graves, with proud headstones, in tidy cemeteries. But the reality for
the serving soldier was totally different. Read Turner’s poem ““Placita Compostus Pace” and
we find a comrade being left without ceremony in an unmarked grave covered in weeds.

Read these poems of a young man in the trenches, and you will understand better the tragedy

of war.

Jim McKnight November 2018
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(Died of wounds in France, August, 1917, aged
24 vyears.)

““ Could I have sung one song that should survive
The Singer’s voice, and in my country s heart
Find loving echo.

Sir Noel Paton.
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*FAREWELL TO ENGLAND.
(December, 1917.)

‘““ Aspera tum positis mitescent saecula bellis.”

Aen. Lib. I. 291.

(Then harsh ages will mellow when wars are put aside.)

Our England, silent now, and decked with white ;
As if she donned, to charm our hearts and eyes
With beauties unsurmised in other skies,

That snowy robe wherein we most delight.

Good-night! Yet, ere I go—

Since none, who says farewell to-night, can know
W hat things the Fates intend, or what may chance,
Glorious or hapless, there, in hapless France—
Ere going, I would speak. So may abide

Some few, weak words of mine, whate’er betide.

continued...



Farewell! and Other Poems.

To England, drowsing white beneath the stars,
This land of pain, of strong and tender hearts,
Enduring, like her steel, the furnace-smarts.
Tempered, not molten—should this noise of wars

With winter pass, and white hawthorns bring peace,
Or should the turmoil with the summer pass,

- Or russet eves of Autumn ; whensoe’er

The tidings make a sabbath in the air,

And all the winds cry ** Peace,”” O, England, then
Forget not those who died, thy pride of Englishmen.

Beneath the snowy roof their children sleep,

T'rue wives watch, sleepless : these they gave to thee,
T heir joys, their lives, and these they gave, to be
The treasured of thy treasury, to keep.

Themselves vou cannot aid : to mar their sleep,

Or soothe to greater peace their slumber deep,

Is far beyond vour power, weep as you may.

But these, whose voice oft wakes to life your day,

T heir boys and girls, whose play

Rejoices city streets and hamlets green,

These may vou, for such sacrifice, repay.

From labouring deep in mines, from shop and quay,
From hopeless streets where not a leaf is seen,
f'rom sharp struggle with the earth, their fathers came

continued...



Farewell! and Other Poems. 5

To make their living sacrifice for thee.

Dim were their minds, perforce : beauty, from them,
Remote as an imperial diadem ;

No art had touched their souls to generous flame :
And, being such, they died. So shall we see

T heir sons unlightened live and die ? Thy name,
My England, be preserved from this dark shame.

For like spring-time sun to fields, and leaves, and
flowers, |

Are art and beauty to the soul of man,

W aking its bloom and fragrance. Lives whose hours

Hold naught but toil within their grudging span—

Toil unremitted—these are winter bowers,

W herein the spirit’s blossoms never blow,

And souls, like mountain’s birch tree stunted grow.

So winter-starved, so stunted, were the souls
Of those who died for us. O England, then
W hen history's new, stately page unrolls,
And Time rejuvenate takes up the pen

Dare vou forget their sons ? Shall toil again
Possess their hearts with winter, and no spring
Of beauty wake their souls to blossoming ?
Beauty denied, they languish. Grant it then
My England, worthier thus thy diadem.

continued...



6 Farewell! and Other Poems.

And so, at length, Good-night.

To hearts aglow for Christmas, and the white
Untroubled fields of home. No dearer dress

Could vou have chosen to deck your loveliness
A gainst this night, dear land. Look up, and bless.
Farewell vou fields of song, you skies of light.

For a little while, Good-night.

¥ By kind permission of the Editor of ‘ Blighty.”




Farewell! and Other Poems.

THE MIRROR.

My love’s a child vet: by hid ways she’s flown
Beside a secret stream, with alders grown,
A secret rocky stream, where alders’ shade
Shields from unkindly eye my simple maid.

Wi ithin the sandy bank she hollows out

A little pool : the murmuring, dimpled rout
" Of waters eddies in, and all the green

Of kindly boughs o’ erarching her is seen
Mirrored perplexed upon the water’s face.

A



Farewell! and Other Poems.

My love, sweet head bowed o’ er the troubled space
Of circling walers, gazes rapt therein,

With smile half-waked, as hoping soon to win
Some flattering secret from a naiad there.

Soon langour-takes the current, and my Fair,

Wi ithin the waters eddying to rest

Beholds her countenance, but ill express’d,

And wavering through the waters’ tremulous stir.

The green and voiceless eddies long defer
Their period of quiet, but more slow

They circle, and my fair one’s features grow
Complete, and luminous in the watery deep.

So may God’s countenance, within the sweep
Of all this troubled universe, find its grace
Brokenly imaged for a little space,

But not for aye ; His wond'rous likeness grows,
. And ever ' the Deeps it fairer glows.

Q
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ON A DESOLATE HILLSIDE IN FRANCE.

- .
——— ———————
-

Breathe, breathe a solemn air, you sombre pines
T'hat lonely on the naked hillside stand,

While prostrate at your feet, on either hand,

Lie smitten elms in pall of withered vines,

And stricken orchard trees in serried lines,
Breathe a sad air : lament this desolate land,

This glebe untilled, these flaming homesteads, fanned
By winds abetting infemous designs,

And I will bear your message in my verse

To hearts in quiet English fields still blessed,

- Whose sight is spared the workings of this curse
By which we see unhappy France distressed.

Sigh on, and I your message will reheasse - )

““Be France avenged, ere England sigh for rest.”’

.
RS



10 Farewell! and Other Poems.

MORNING OF AN ATTACK (April).

Birds call, and leaves put Jorth again ;

This morning larks were singing,

And the woods, the woods were ringing

Wi the cuckoo’s cry ;

Heaven’s cup with light was brimming,

And golden spume rose, rimming

' The eastern sky.

And then, then fell the heavy iron rain
Searing the plain :

And men whose mien and tone I knew,
W hose ways

Were one with mine through long-familiar days,

Fell, rolled and locked to th’ bosom
Of Earth again.

Woods smile, and cuckoos call,

And vet the pitiless iron showers fall.






