
Poets of the 
Great War 

One of the many enduring legacies of the Great War is the outstanding contribution of the 

literature produced by some of its soldiers. Thrust into situations of horrific intensity, the poems 

and prose of these individuals have bequeathed to posterity a sense of what life in these awful 

situations must have been like. In addition to conveying many of the hardships of their existence 

they were also able to encapsulate the essence of the everyday life of the soldier: miles from 

home, thrown together with new found comrades and living a life filled with equal measure of 

boredom, hunger, tiredness, and an overriding sense of the unknown.

This tour will visit the locations in which many of these poets of the Great War served. Here, we 

shall discuss and read their poetry and prose, as close as possible to where it was written or, 

potentially, at their graveside, where permitted. To read and discuss the words of these men 

at places so closely connected with them, vastly enhances both the study and appreciation of 

their work, and is a fitting homage to the memory of those who penned such wonderful gifts for 

generations to come.

A full historical context will be provided throughout the trip and the stops that have been chosen 

for the poets which have been included are but a selection of writers, many of whose seminal 

works were created during the heat of battle, or its aftermath.

We will base ourselves in the city Arras, but over the three days will conduct our tour over a  

wide area of the Western Front: covering the Ypres Salient, Loos, Arras, Cambrai, and the  

Somme region.
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What’s included:
Hotel Bed & Breakfast  
Accommodation

All transport from the official 
overseas start point

Accompanied for the trip 
duration

All Museum entrances

All Expert Talks & Guidance

Low Group Numbers

 

“I just wanted to thank you for 
the trip, it was a great experience 
& both Nicky and I enjoyed it very  
much.  Your depth of knowledge 
on the subject certainly brought 
the past alive.”

 
‘Gassed’ - John Singer Sargent’s 1919 painting depicts the aftermath of a mustard gas attack

Military History Tours is all about  
the ‘experience’. Naturally we take 
care of all local accommodation, 
transport and entrances but what  
sets us aside is our on the ground  
knowledge and contacts, established 
over many, many years that enable 
you to really get under the surface of 
your chosen subject matter.

By guiding guests around these 
historic locations we feel we are 
contributing greatly towards ‘keeping 
the spirit alive’ of some of the most 
memorable events in human history.

Let their sacrifice not be in vain.

http://www.militaryhistorytours.co.uk
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Day One guests are met by your guide, Mark Banning, at Lille 

International Train Station where the tour begins at 10:30. Guests 

will usually be on the 08:04 from London St Pancras arriving Lille 

10:26 and the return fare will typically cost guests £79. 

Mark will gather the group and transfer to our vehicle and on the 

way to our first stop he will give an outline brief to the group so 

as to set the scene for the next three days. After a short journey 

we reach our first stop of the day at about 11:30: Artillery Wood 

Cemetery. Here we consider the work of Francis Ledwidge and 

Hedd Wyn. Both Francis Ledwidge and Hedd Wyn (Ellis Humphrey 

Evans) are buried here, killed on the same day, although serving 

in different regiments.

Ledwidge was an Irish Nationalist and enlisted in October 1914, 

as the British Army ‘stood betwen Ireland and an enemy common 

to our civilisation’. He served in Gallipoli and Salonika, before 

being sent to Cairo to recover from recover from bronchitis. While 

further recuperating in Manchester, he was devastated to hear of 

the Easter Uprising in Dublin. Spending further time in Derry for 

the rest of 1916, he returned to the Western Front in December 

1916, serving around Arras while the major battle raged, before 

being sent north to Flanders to take part in the opening of Third 

Ypres. His death on 31st July 1917 prompted Lord Dunsany to write 

of his passing that ‘he would have surpassed even Burns’.

Hedd Wyn was a shepherd from North Wales and a natural poet, 

writing poems before leaving school at 14. Working in a vital 

industry, it was not until the end of 1916 that he was forced to 

enlist, with the Royal Welch Fusiliers. He took his bardic name, 

Hedd Wyn, meaning ‘Blessed Peace’ in 1910 and had taken part 

in eisteddfodau pre-war, winning chairs at Pwllheli, Llanuwchllyn 

and Pontardawe. In 1917, his poem, was adjudged the winner 

at the National Eisteddfod, but after, as is tradition, the author 

had been requested to identify himself, the Archdruid explained 

that he had been killed just six weeks earlier, and the chair itself, 

handcrafted by a Flemish craftsman, was draped in a black cloth 

and delivered to his parents in the same condition.

As with many poets of this period, nature was a key inspiration, 

and perhaps none more so than for Hedd Wyn, who came from  

the remote North Wales hills.

Artillery Wood Cemetery

Hedd WynFrancis Ledwidge Mark explaining an action to guests

Mark with guests at Birr Cross Roads CemeteryThe Menin Gate, Ypres

First World War Tours



Phone  0845 835 0644
Mobile  07899 083611

Email  info@militaryhistorytours.co.uk
Web  www.militaryhistorytours.co.uk For the latest news and tour information follow @MilitaryHistory

We then move on to Railway Wood to talk about Julian Grenfell. 

The Hon. Julian Grenfell DSO, served with the Royal Dragoons 

and was part of the Desborough family. His cousin was the first 

soldier to be awarded the Victoria Cross for actions in the Ypres 

Salient (buried at Vlamertinge) and his younger brother, Billy, 

was killed at Hooge on 30th July 1915 and has no known grave. 

Julian’s most well known poem, Into Battle was written just a 

couple of weeks before his fatal injury, near Hooge in April 1915. 

Initially, the head wound from shrapnel was not deemed to be 

too serious, but his condition worsened and with his parents by 

his bedside in Boulogne, he passed away on 26th May 1915. We 

can visit the spot, (or as close to) where Julian was wounded and 

read some of his poetry here.

Next we travel on to Hooge to talk about Robert Vernède who 

served with the Rifle Brigade around Hooge in 1916. Although  

not killed until 1917 in France, he would have been involved in 

some of the toughest attritional trench fighting in this hotly 

contested area. His battalion, 3rd Rifle Brigade was a regular unit 

and had strong influence from that giant of Great War padres, 

Neville Talbot. His poem, ‘Before the Assault’ is a worthy tribute 

to all men of this fine regiment, many of whom were lost in the 

battle around Hooge in July 1915.

After lunch in the Hooge Crater Cafe we move on to Ypres where 

we discuss one of the most well known of all Great War Poets, 

Siegfried Sassoon. Sassoon’s post-war outrage, ‘On Passing 

the New Menin Gate’ cries out to be read at this most important 

of Commonwealth War Graves Commission Memorials, and 

allows us time to pause and reflect on the loss of over 54,000 

men whose names are listed upon the panels of the memorial. 

Sassoon is so well known that his influence will be extended 

across all three days of the tour. 

We spend some time in Ypres before moving on to our last stop of 

the day, Essex Farm Cemetery. ‘In Flanders Fields’ is very possibly 

the most well known of all Great War poems and its words are 

still used by the Royal British Legion to help promote the annual 

Poppy Appeal. John McCrae wrote this poem at the Essex Farm 

ADS on the banks of the canal in May 1915. Its universal appeal 

was due to the essence of his words capturing the feelings of the 

soldiers on the front line as well as those back at home who had 

already suffered the losses caused by war. It has international 

appeal to this day, but nowhere more so than in McCrae’s native 

Canada, where is is still taught to every school child. We will visit 

the area in which McCrae was serving in April and May 1915 and 

further tell his story.

We then make our way to our hotel in Arras where, once we 

have checked in, we will meet to dine in the town and have an 

opportunity to discuss the subjects raised earlier in the day. 

Julian Grenfell Robert Vernède

Hooge Crater
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Day Two we set out for the day to cover quite a wide area, not 

only in distance but also different phases of the war.

After breakfast we start by heading to Loos to explore the Battle 

of Loos in September 1915 where we will remember Charles 

Hamilton Sorley. Robert Graves, a contemporary of Sorley’s, 

described him in his book ‘Goodbye to all That’ as “one of the 

three poets of importance killed during the war”. Sorley’s 

sole work was published posthumously in January 1916 and 

immediately became a critical success. 

We then move forward 18 months to the Arras battles and the 

loss of Edward Thomas, Walter Wilkinson and Issac Rosenberg. 

Edward Thomas was an Anglo-Welsh poet and essayist. He 

is commonly considered a war poet, although already an 

accomplished writer at the outset of war. Thomas turned to 

poetry only in 1914. In 1915, he enlisted in the British Army and 

was killed in action during the Battle of Arras in 1917. Rosenberg 

was assigned to the 12th Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment, a 

bantam battalion for men under the usual minimum height of 

5’3”. After turning down an offer to become a lance corporal, 

Private Rosenberg was later transferred to another bantam 

battalion, the 11th (Service) Battalion of The King’s Own Royal 

Lancaster Regiment. In June 1916, he was sent with his Battalion 

to serve on the Western Front in France. He continued to write 

poetry while serving in the trenches, including Break of Day in the 

Trenches, Returning we Hear the Larks, and Dead Man’s Dump.

In the afternoon we head towards Cambrai where we will visit the 

grave of Alan Ewart Mackintosh, buried at Orival Wood Cemetery. 

Mackintosh was killed in action on the second day of the Battle 

of Cambrai, 21 November 1917, whilst with the 4th Seaforth 

Highlanders. He was there observing the heavy action near the 

village of Cantaing. Cambrai was noteworthy in using new tactics 

including the first mass use of tanks. He was buried in the Orival 

Wood Cemetery near Flesquières in northern France.  His poetry 

has been said to have been as good as the more famous war poet 

Rupert Brooke. Lines from his poem “A Creed” are used on “The 

Call”; the Scottish American war memorial in Edinburgh’s Princes 

Street Gardens when it was installed in 1927. The memorial was 

paid for by Scottish Americans to commemorate the bravery of 

the Scottish soldiers of the Great War. This brings the afternoon 

to a close and we head back towards Arras to conclude the day.

British infantry advancing at Loos, 25 September 1915

Edward Thomas

Charles Hamilton Sorley Robert Graves

Issac Rosenberg The Battle of Cambrai Alan Ewart Mackintosh
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For more information on this, or any other MHT tour, or to make a booking please call us on 0845 835 0644.  

Alternatively you can email us at info@militaryhistorytours.co.uk and we will get back to you as soon as possible.

Day Three we will conclude this brief journey of discovery of 

the ‘Poets and Writers of the Great War’ tour with time on the 

Somme. Starting at the area so well known by Siegfried Sassoon, 

Robert Graves and Bernard Adams around the Bois Francais 

above Fricourt, we will read appropriate texts and verses at Point 

110 New Military Cemetery, before heading the short distance to 

Mansell Copse and Devonshire Cemetery, where William Noel 

Hodgson lies amongst his fallen comrades, all of whom were 

killed on 1st July 1916, the opening day of the battle of the Somme. 

Other poets and men of a literary persuasion served on the 

Somme – some were lost and others survived this cataclysmic 

series of battles. JRR Tolkien was deeply moved by his battle 

experiences and the loss of friends, including Rob Gilson and 

Geoffrey Blanche Smith. Buried at Bécourt Military Cemetery 

is Rex Freston, whose war poetry almost prophesied his own 

demise. 

After lunch we will move on to Authuille, with the poetry of Eric 

Wilkinson and conclude with some of the exquisite writings of 

Charles Douie, whose personal collective memoirs, ‘The Weary 

Road – The Recollection of a Subaltern of Infantry’ is considered 

by many to include some of the finest pages of prose written 

about mens experiences on the Western Front. A fitting way to 

end our trip as we then begin our journey back to Lille and the 

18.35 return train to London St Pancras.

For some, interest in the Great War is based on 

the strategy and tactics, for others it is a sense 

of place. For Mark Banning, your expert guide, 

the most rewarding aspect is the connections 

that people are able to make and take away 

with them from a trip to the battlefields. MHT 

is delighted to have Mark on board it’s team to 

lead the way with our First World War trips.

Siegfried Sassoon William Noel Hodgson Rex Freston John McCrea

Devonshire CemeteryPoint 110 New Military Cemetery Guests at the Glory Hole, La Boisselle
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