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In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
	That mark our place; and in the sky
	The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard among the guns below. 
John McCrae

Ruth asked me to do a play about the First World War, but I couldn’t cut a cast down to size – so she agreed I could choose some readings. I have included two extracts from plays, some letters – including two, early in the war, from Violet Asquith, 27, daughter of the prime minister, which gives the almost lighthearted attitude at the beginning, combined with shock.  I also included Violet because I knew her well – from 1962 until her death in 1969 (I stayed with her grandson in London last November) which makes it all very real. And we have a letter from her brother Raymond, who was killed.  I have also included some references to my own college, Somerville: two of our soldier poets were hospitalized there, and the war was transformative for women – as those who have read or seen Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth will know. 

The Battle of the Somme 1 July –Sept 1916 was incomprehensible: 400,000 British and Dominion casualties; 60,000 on the first day alone. It could be heard and felt in London – 300 miles away!

We open with poems by Carl Sandburg, who had experienced war  - in Puerto Rico in 1898 – though not in France; but he captures the battlefield there brilliantly.
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