
IMPRESSIONS OF FRANCE 
 

A paper given by Geoffrey O’Hanlon, MC, to The Duffers society at Sherborne School on 7 December 1919.  
With footnotes added by Geoffrey O’Hanlon’s son, Michael Hanson. 

 
This paper is an ‘imposition’ for absenteeismi.  As I sat in front of a 
warm fire, in a good frowsty room so dear to all who have been 
compelled to live, sleep and eat in the open, and irritably regarded the 
title of this paper, the predominant impression was that of mud.  
Chesterton says somewhere that Tolstoy, who had a dismal 
philosophy, was yet healthy-minded enough, like a pig, to admire 
mud.  It is a unique distinction for a man… Nor did I find it possible in 
mud to attain that clarity of vision which distinguished the White 
Knight in Through the Looking Glass ii.  I should hesitate to call anyone 
a stick in the mud.  It is an opprobrious description, tending to 
pessimism if not despair. 
 
In Hamlet you will recollect the phlegmatic Queen informs Laertes 
officially that Ophelia has been dragged down to muddy death.  ‘Alas, 
then, she is drown’d?’ asks Laertesiii.  Enough for him, perhaps, but it 
is inadequate to express the revolt of human nature against such a 
termination of life.  I know of a man so stuck who was handed over as 
trench stores.  It is living through a nightmare to endeavour to 
extricate a fellow mortal from the embrace of mud: mud tenacious, 
circumambient, discoloured, glutinous, foetid, disgusting to sight, 
touch and smell. If I were a Calvinist, I could well look forward to other 
people finding mud in hell, and there realising to the full ‘the 
wretchlessness of most unclean living’iv. 
 

The most vivid impressions are connected for the most part with slight incidents, often mere trifles. Battle, 
murder and sudden death were accepted as inevitable: the continual confronting of death and his visible 
presence bred an attitude of fatalism.  The abomination of desolation became familiar and lost its horror 
after the first introduction.  A child’s perambulator left derelict in Ypres affected me more than the ruin of 
the  Cloth Hall, and the ludicrousness of walking down its streets in uniform with a black umbrella appealed 
to the mind more powerfully  than the tragedy of passing through a murdered city.  I came across a French 
family returning to Albert from a Sunday pilgrimage to Combles.  They had identified their old home only by 
an old garden rake, a coffee pot, a child’s broken bedstead and some flowers: treasures which they were 
carrying back, with tears and laughter. 
 
Luckily for his sanity, the imagination of ordinary man is too small for him to be affected by calamities 
suffered on a scale so monstrous.  It needs a poet’s eye like Rupert Brooke’s to see the glory of it, and the 
language of Milton to describe its horror.  I refer you to Paradise Lost, book 1 passim; but I take leave to 
quote the following as a description of an ammunition dump being blown up: 
 

… whose combustible 
And fuel’d entrails thence conceiving fire, 
Sublim’d with mineral fury, aid the winds, 

And leave a singed bottom, all involved 
In stench and smokev. 

 
I must say that France and Flanders were a good commentary on certain parts of Isaiah.  ‘Then said I, Lord, 
how long? And he answered, Until the cities be wasted without inhabitants, and the houses without man, 
and the land be utterly desolate, And the Lord has removed men far away, and there be a great forsaking in 

Geoffrey O’Hanlon in 1919 

1 
 



the midst of the land’vi.  I do not know of any experience other than war that can make real such vivid 
expressions as the ‘besom of destruction’, ‘the line of confusion’, ‘the stones of emptiness’, ‘their houses 
shall be full of doleful creatures’vii, or indeed any part of chapter 34 of the son of Amozviii. 
 
Lucretius describes an average disturbed night with extraordinary felicity.  I fancy I recalled the lines during 
a strafe of trenches on the Menin Road outside Ypres whence, as the German (Verey) lights went up, Mr 
Brock’s illuminations being by comparison duds, one could view (like Satan): 
 

… yet from those flames 
No light, but rather darkness visible 

Serv’d only to discover sights of woe, 
Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace 

And rest can never dwell, hope never comes 
That comes to allix. 

 
But to return to Lucretius: 
 

Moon, day and night, and night’s cold stars, 
Night wandering fires in heaven, and winged flames… 

Rumblings and terror, the hurtling missile and the crash. 
 

Lucretius’ third book was one of my favourites in France.  Isaiah was another; even the Book of Revelation.  
I say ‘even’ because a padre of ours, a somewhat gross fellow, a Yorkshireman finished at Eton, assured me 
only servant girls liked the apocalyptic utterances of the great divine.  But I believe on other evidence there 
was something faulty about the processes of his brain… I confess I found satisfaction in Milton, in the 
Agamemnonx and in Homer, especially the Odyssey.  One loved the light and warmth of a candle, because it 
was so comforting: one could almost be a hedonist with a penny dip and a glass of rum.  You may smile at 
these severe literary tastes, but they struck me as superior to Eve and Blanche and Col and La Vie 
parisiennexi.  And frequent reading of these latter did not change my opinion.  I never met anyone who 
carried about such a library save one, who was inseparable from a pocket Sophocles even on leave. 
 
Tastes differ.  I had a Danish Sergeant who wrote phonetic English, and that not persuasively, and was a 
great readerxii.  But it was only faute de mieux that he tackled Holy Writ… He was by origin from Schleswig-
Holstein and forced as a child to kneel on the German flag and kiss it.  Not a great change of position 
enables you to trample on it.  At the outbreak of war he left a good post in Singapore and found his way to 
the Dorsets.  After the Somme he got a cushy job in a prisoner of war camp, on my recommendation, given 
on the strength of his assertions he could speak Low German when drunk. He acquired many souvenirs and 
I have a 10 mark note with some German buttons as mementos. He enlisted under a false name, and then, 
having fallen in love on leave, had to run the risk of a court martial by confessing this military fraud.  The 
authorities, to their credit, forgave the crime.  Peace be with him.  He lies with the half million or so of his 
fellows under the mud of the Salient. 
 
I had another lad in the Company who was a quaint card: an Old Shirburnian called Johnstonexiii.  He arrived 
from Bovington with two vast valises weighing 150 pounds more than a subaltern’s luggage allowance.  
One was full of clothes, the other of books.  He had a preposterous habit of making his servant call him at 4 
am in order to read the Life of Disraelixiv in bed.  It was not the only eccentricity that contributed to our 
mirth and so made him invaluable.  During the Battle of the Somme in Wood Trench, being wet through, he 
discarded everything except vest and pants and slept peacefully by the side of a buried German.  He carried 
into that engagement a large sponge bag, hanging it on a tree in Fricourt Wood, and after six hours’ shelling 
was mortified to find it gone. 
 
He was a great authority on salads, brewing tea, and French wines, which he used to carry in a basket, 
going for miles on tiptoe, as part of a ritual I suppose, for he had a springy gait.  He had a tremendous and 
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unnatural appetite, and when very hungry ate without uttering a syllable. He used to go for runs before 
breakfast without compulsion, and was known after a time as the Hill Side Gouger.  I will explain the origin 
of this unique title.  Removed to hospital, he happened to be in bed next to an Australian, who finding he 
was as simple as Herodotus appears to be, told him the true story of the Australian quadruped known by 
that descriptive name.  This animal, he said, is born on the side of a hill, and its outer legs are several inches 
longer than the inner ones.  Hence its movements are always at the same height above sea level, and as it 
seeks its provender it gradually marks out a path round the hill of its birth.  This is the origin of contours, 
and only in Australia are contours on a map recognisable on the ground.  People like this made life 
tolerable. 
 
I should mention another subalternxv. He had been in the Boxer Rebellion, out of which he had got a very 
rich experience and, as loot, 18 pigtails which he had cut off recalcitrant Chinese.  He said the Allied forces 
had agreed what each should loot; the English came off best by bagging the pawn shops. Later he went to 
India as a policeman, and lived prosperously on the system of hiring a house from an Indian moneylender, 
and then, on the strength of running it, borrowing money from another to furnish it.  He said it was good 
for them to be cheated, but eventually had to abscond, leaving debts of 40000 rupees. He is the only 
person I have ever met entirely devoid of a moral sense.  I remember his hating any foot work.  He had very 
long, narrow feet. After one night march he groused bitterly of his sore feet; and in the morning confessed 
he was stuffed his right foot into a left boot. He transferred to the Artillery as soon as he could. 
 
On humour, conscious or unconscious, one depended on one’s balance of mind.  Everything possible was 
regarded playfully… even lice: as with the Highlander who, having given up the attempt at extermination 
just turned his shirt inside out, to give the creatures a route march before they had their breakfast.  All 
nations had the gift.  Certainly the Chinese lived in laughter.  ‘Forms fours, right’ was enough to make them 
happy.  One went into ecstasy on dressing himself in field boots and a staff officers’ hat. Nor could I deny it 
to the Germans.  In the early days, before either side ceased to advertise their doings, a Scots Major at dusk 
used to shout out ‘C Company, stand to arms’.  A voice from over the way invariably answered ‘C Company, 
stand to arms, ha, ha, ha’.  If we judge the hun by his official utterances, we should also judge ourselves by 
a like standard. 
 
It would be strange if some of the most vivid impressions were not connected with corpses.  I have a very 
clear recollection of six corpses I saw near Ypres.  I confine myself to whole corpses.  The sexton was right 
when he said water was a sure decayer of your dead body, though he might have added rats.  Three of 
these corpses lay in a row in extended order.  The nearest had his face towards us.  It was green, and on 
moonlight nights after rain shone with a subdued and horrible iridescence.  The other three were the first 
corpses I saw, men of my own Company.    One was decapitated and bent double.  The second had a 
ghastly hole in the crown of his dead and the brain streamed out.  The last was disembowelled and cut in 
two.  They were all immediately covered with bluebottles. 
 
If man was thus turned monstrous, nature for ever kept recalling him to gentleness.  I shall always be 
grateful to Mr M. for having first induced me to take notice of wildflowers.  The first communication trench 
I ever went up was lined with blue flax; on top was chicory.  One looked at a blaze of poppies in No Man’s 
Land through a periscope, and thought of other fields, not of death.  At Armentières I almost worshipped 
flowering currants, lilies of the valley, narcissi and peonies, also rhubarb. On the Somme honeysuckle, 
broom and wild strawberries reminded one of England.  I found only two woods in France that grew 
‘unofficially’ like those in Dorset.  Yet such sights were of mixed happiness, and awoke melancholy and 
sentiment.  Beneath a shell-torn tree one passed with a feeling of awe and shame.  An admiration for 
geraniums once did me a good turn. ‘Madame, vos fleurs, comme ells sont beaux’, if not good grammar, 
got me a good bed – sheets, a pillow and a rug to stand on, instead of bare boards and a flea bag. 
 
It was odd how dogs turned up in the most unexpected places.  One small terrier visited me in trenches 
outside Ypres.  I gave it such hospitality as I could afford, and asked it the usual Homeric questions about its 
identity and parentage.  But receiving no satisfactory answer, I had to kill it, as the Germans used, or were 
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said to use, dogs to spread infection.  It was a dismal thing to do.  Another terrier, a puppy, suddenly 
appeared during a bombardment on the Somme.  It had terrible wind up, but soon forgot its fears over 
bully beef.  Presently it disappeared as mysteriously as it had comexvi. 
 
Horses and mules make a poor fight against wounds and give up the ghost with indecent speed for such 
noble creatures.  One beast that became partially engulfed in a shell hole I can see now.  His forelegs were 
free; he reminded me of a Greek vase painting reproduced in Smiths’ Classical Dictionary under ‘Jason’, of 
Medea boiling a ram.  When gassed with chlorine they shed tears of the largest size.  Yet one could never 
become callous to the sufferings of dumb animals, as one did to those of men.  Except in the case of close 
friends, death caused a transitory emotion.  It was much worse to hear of it, and I suppose people at home 
were to be the most pitied on that account.  On the spot one’s attitude was that of the Philosopher in the 
Crock of Gold: ‘Our brother is dead: bury him’xvii, and even that was a nuisance. 
 
I never myself came across a definite case of real cowardice, fear that is of death, leading to desertion.  
Fear of dead bodies I have known, also fear of passing a place, especially in the dark, where men have been 
killed.  If this is so, it presents an extraordinary contrast with the general state of mind shown in classical 
and other early literatures.  You may perhaps think this an instance of cowardice.  During the retreat of 
March 1918 all sorts and conditions of men were thrust into the firing line.  Amongst them were some 
members of the American Labour Corps.  An officer handed them over to an English officer with these 
words: ‘Here are 200 men.  They are all Americans and will fight to the very last man.  Personally, I am 
taking the very next lorry to Amiens’. 
 
Real physical fear of pain and hardship was almost universal.  I believe the vast majority of so-called 
instances of cowardice and desertion were due to this, even that of a fellow whom I, as officer in charge of 
a firing party, myself shot at 7 am before breakfast with a revolver borrowed from the Provost Sergeant. I 
had omitted to bring my own, this very day three years agoxviii. 
 
Of the Frenchman I have little to say.  His dirt and insanitary habits move me to disgust.  But for his qualities 
of brain and heart I have a profound admiration. Yet I do not believe we shall ever really be friends – the 
differences are too great.  I cannot see that we are alike in habits, in manner of life, in the ways our brains 
work, in the lengths of our memories or in tastes.  An Englishman who is at home all over the world I am 
sure is not at home in France.  A Frenchman is at home nowhere else.  After all, what affinity can exist 
between a nation that drinks strong Indian tea and one that drinks red wine? 
 
A French farmer once remarked that we were very religious.  It may be accusing his intelligence when I say 
this was just after a church parade.  I politely agreed, being at a loss for words.  Yet I firmly believe the 
average Englishman is at heart religious.  That is not my impression of the Frenchman.  But I am no judge; 
the remark of a respectable citizen in a very dull village that he went to church for a diversion may remain 
too prominently in my mind.  I hope no devout Catholic saw what I saw in Ypres: a statue of the Virgin 
dressed in rotten old khaki bags and tunic, with a gas mask on her head.  The French woman is religious, at 
any rate in the country villages. 
 
Twice a good madame attempted to make me a Catholic.  It was in vain to tell her I was one already.  She 
gave me a four-poster bed with a sort of nightmare gargoyle at the back.  You approached it up three steps.  
The last sleeper was, she told me, some potentate of Madagascar. Her husband was a Parisian furniture 
dealer who was either too lazy or too haughty to dig the neglected garden.  She promised on Armistice 
night to get zigzag.  Fortunately I came away before the happy event.  I was not zigzag myself, but spent the 
day far from the flimsy joy of an uproarious city, upon the hills that rise above Grasmere.  If you think you 
could have found a better place, you are welcome to say so.xix 

  

i This talk, ‘imposed’ by the President of the Society, H.R. King, was repeated in October 1920 and later.  The text 
usually follows that of the first presentation but omits sections understandable only by those associated with the 
school.  Geoffrey O’Hanlon served with the Sixth Battalion, The Dorsetshire Regiment, and briefly with the Third 
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Battalion, from the start of the Great War until February 1917.  He was then with the 17th Divisional and 17th and 8th 
Corps School until the end of 1918.  He came of a Cheshire family which prospered in cotton merchanting, went to 
Rugby School, and won a classical scholarship to Corpus Christi College, Oxford.  In 1908 he became an Assistant 
Master at Sherborne School, Dorset, from which he eventually retired in 1945.  Geoffrey O’Hanlon wrote the official 
history of the Sixth Battalion (History of the Dorsetshire Regiment, 1914-1919), writing on p.100: ‘The reader who took 
no part in these things must let imagination have free play and picture in his own mind the waste and desolate places, 
the wet and darkness, the racking noise and anxious silences, the dull monotony or feverish sweat, the nervous 
tension before the word to go; all the horrible circumstances of war. Even so, he will fail to realise the truth.  
Experience alone knows: mere words cannot make the thing real’.  Geoffrey O’Hanlon was awarded the Military Cross 
on 25 August 1916 during the Battle of the Somme. The citation reads: ‘For conspicuous gallantry in action. He led his 
company with great determination, captured and held an enemy trench, and repelled counter-attacks.’ His diary for 6 
August says: ‘Fairly quiet. Heard I had the MC. I wish the rest had got it, especially E.G. [Second Lieutenant Eric George 
Goodman]’, a very close friend who had joined the regiment in February 1916. At the end of his diary for 1916 
Geoffrey wrote: ‘The best of this year for me – E.G.G. his friendship’. Eric was killed on 12 April 1917, aged 23, and is 
commemorated on the Arras Memorial. 
ii The White Knight was always falling off his horse: chapter 8 of Lewis Carroll’s book. 
iii Hamlet, act 4, scene 7. 
iv The 17th Article of Religion, the Church of England. 
v John Milton, Paradise Lost, book 1, lines 233-7. 
vi Isaiah 6, verses 11 and 12. 
vii Respectively: Isaiah 14, verse 23; Isaiah 34, verse 11 (two phrases); Isaiah 13, verse 21. 
viii Isaiah. 
ix John Milton. Paradise Lost, book 1, lines 62-7/ 
x The first play in Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy. 
xi La Vie Parisienne, Paris, 1863-. 
xii Sergeant H.N. Hansen, killed on 5 December 1917 after volunteering to find out the position of an enemy machine 
gun. 
xiii Lieutenant Charles Arthur Johnstone, 1887-1925. 
xiv Perhaps: William Flavelle Monypenny and George Earle Buckle, The Life of Benjamin Disraeli, 1910-20. Six volumes. 
xv Lieutenant Chermside. 
xvi 6 July 1916. 
xvii James Stephens, The Crock of Gold. London, Macmillan, 1912. 
xviii 7 December 1916. 
xix Cecil Day-Lewis stated that ‘The only [Duffers] paper I heard which left a lasting impression on my mind was one 
given by Mr O’Hanlon: his subject was the Western Front in the 1914 war, and the evocative images he used went to 
my heart, and stayed there, being poetry’.  Extract from ‘H.R. K[ing], Sherborne and the Duffers.  Paper given on 6 
June 1948 in the 150th term of the Duffers’, Duffers Jubilee, 1898-1948 (Sherborne. Published by R.S. Thompson, 
December 1949). 
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