
THOSE WHO WROTE: REACTIONS TO THE WAR
JOHN GALSWORTHY: SUPPORTING THE WOUNDED AND OTHER WRITERS

English novelist and playwright, Galsworthy is known for his portrayal of the British upper middle class and for his social satire. His most famous work ‘The Forsyte Saga’ has been seen 
around the world in an acclaimed TV series. During the war he lived at Wingstone Farm, Manaton and his work at that time has recently been reappraised.

In 1914 Galsworthy had a form of ‘writer’s block’ not helped by what he called the approach of ‘these monstrous war-clouds’. The war galvanised his creativity after Galsworthy (aged 47) 
and his horse were both rejected for war service. His work for the Red Cross in France and Belgium contributed to his determination to argue through essays and articles for wounded 
servicemen to get better treatment. He set up the first magazine for disabled servicemen as part of ‘the sacred work’ of rehabilitating these ‘stricken heroes of the war’ who, ‘in every township 
and village of our countries - will dwell for the next half-century’. He was persuaded to write for the War Propaganda Bureau but refused to encourage any hatred of the Germans.

He refused a knighthood in 1917 in the belief that writers should not accept titles. Other writers and poets such as Siegfried Sassoon also owe much to his encouragement to express their 
emotions about the war and warfare.

After the war his plays and novels were tremendously popular. Through his writings he campaigned for a variety of causes, including prison reform, women’s rights, animal welfare, and 
the opposition of censorship. He became a member of the prestigious Order of Merit and was acclaimed the winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1932. However, his wife was never 
so keen on the ‘cold and damp’ of Dartmoor and they left Manaton for the warmer climes of Sussex where he died in 1933.

Among the two dozen works published by Galsworthy between 1915 
and 1919 was ‘For the maimed – now!’. In that Galsworthy showed his 
concern for the wounded men’s lives after the war:
‘The armless, legless, the blinded, the paralysed all live on into the green 
years when the wilderness will bloom again and flowers grow where this storm 
once withered the face of the earth; on into the calm years when men will look 
back and rub their eyes. It is this which comes down on the heart of him who 
sees the maimed men go by – this sensation of watching, from far on in the 
future when there shall not be another trace left of that hurricane, thousands 
upon thousands stricken out of full life into a half-existence, thousands upon 
thousands who, but for the merest chance, might be ourselves…’

SIEGFRIED SASSOON CBE MC 1886-1967
Decorated for bravery at the Front, he became one of the leading poets of the war.

Siegfried Sassoon stayed at Wingstone Farm in Manaton with John Galsworthy 
during the war when he was recovering from being wounded. He was at the forefront 
of a sea change in how poets perceived the war, bringing startling realism to his 
descriptions of the horror of war. Labelled as having ‘shellshock’ for speaking what 
he believed was the truth, he was committed to a mental hospital where he met 
and encouraged another poet, Wilfred Owen, in his writings against the war and 
warfare.

Siegfried came to realise that he was not suffering from shell-shock. ‘I hadn’t broken 
down’, he wrote later, ‘I’d only broken out.’ He went back to the Western Front in 
February 1918 until he was invalided home in July 1918 after being accidentally 
shot by one of his own men.

Here is a poem that he first published in July 1918.

I STOOD WITH THE DEAD

I stood with the Dead, so forsaken and still:
When dawn was grey I stood with the Dead.

And my slow heart said, ‘You must kill, you must kill:
‘Soldier, soldier, morning is red’. 

On the shapes of the slain in their crumpled disgrace
I stared for a while through the thin cold rain
‘O lad that I loved, there is rain on your face,

‘And your eyes are blurred and sick like the plain.’
I stood with the Dead.   They were dead; they were dead;

My heart and my head beat a march of dismay
And gusts of the wind came dulled by the guns.

‘Fall in!’ I shouted; ‘Fall in for your pay!’
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