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The Significance of the First World War 

What makes an event significant? How do we measure significance? What makes one 

event more significant than the other? These are questions we have pondered over when 

considering the significance of the First World War. 

There can be no doubt that the First World War was a significant event in our history. A 

‘strange sort of conflict’ as the chair of the West Tyrone Historical Association called it. 

And it was. It was hugely significant and is a major part of our history. The word ‘our’ also 

being something we have engaged in and discussed when researching this conflict. In the 

words of author and historian Jude Collins, ‘Whose past is this anyway’? Whose story is it?  

In tackling such questions we have discovered that public thinking on the war and its 

significance has changed. In Northern Ireland, and in Omagh, it was once common only for 

Unionists to commemorate the war, while Nationalists almost completely ignored 

forebears’ service in an army which many saw as that of an occupying power. Yet in recent 

years there has been much grassroots nationalist engagement, and even Sinn Fein figures 

now take some part in commemoration. Meanwhile, in the Irish Republic over the past 20 

years, there has been a steady engagement of political leaders who would once have 

boycotted ceremonies, paving the way for The Queen’s ground-breaking acts of 

commemoration here in 2011. 

Such changes took investments of time and money – both from government and from 

individuals who work in the many different areas of First World War history. We hope 

that through this project we have paid tribute to sacrifice, but also remembering survivors 

and service, and more accurately understanding the true significance of the Great War. 

“The hope is that, by recovering the memory of the common suffering of all sorts of Irish - 

Protestant and Catholic, unionist and nationalist - in World War One, the peace process in 

contemporary Northern Ireland, aiming to heal its equivalent shared suffering, might 

markedly be advanced. And if it does this, then surely the Irish fallen of World War one 

may not have died in vain.”  

Professor Keith Jeffery1 
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The Great War and Omagh 

When the Great War began in 1914 many thousands of men from the North West of Ireland 

enlisted in Omagh. There were recruiting meetings in the town and a special camp was set 

up in the holm behind St. Lucia to house them.   

In this photograph the band used in the recruiting campaign is seen passing the Sacred Heart Church in the 

snow.
2 

The men trained together at 

St. Lucia barracks and the land 

that eventually became the 

‘Lisanelly’ barracks was also a 

training ground for these men.  

 

A view from St.Lucia looking North. 

This land eventually became thesite 

of the Lisanelly barracks and today 

this land will house the first shared 

educational campus in Omagh.
3
 

                                                           
2
 Haldane Mitchell, Images of Omagh, Vol 6 pg. 20.   

3
 Haldane Mitchell, Images of Omagh, Vol 6 pg. 12.   



 

 

 

4Here we have an image of the 2nd Battalion Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, including many men 

from Omagh and district, going off to war. They were to fight at Le Cateau, The Retreat from 

Mons, the Battles of the Marne, The Aisne, First Ypres and Neuve Chapelle. Very few of the 

original drafts survived to participate in the Battle of the Somme. The officer on the horse in 

the centre of the picture looking at the camera is Lieutenant Charlie Alexander of Termon 

House, Carrickmore, who was transport officer for the battalion. 
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5
Here we have the 2

nd
 Battalion Royal Innsikilling Fusiliers led by their band en route for Lydd prior to 

embarkation to France and their first confrontation with the enemy in Belgium, 1914. 

 

The 6
th

 Battalion marching along James street to the Railway station, and hence to Randalstown before leaving 

for the Front, 1914. 
6
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7
Here we see the 6

th
 Battalion Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers waiting at the station in Omagh in 1914. Little did 

these naïve young men realise what was waiting for them in France and Belgium. 

 

The interesting thing we uncovered in our research about the impact of the War in Omagh is 

how much this was a shared war. The men who enlisted came from both sides of the 

community, Catholic and Protestant. In fact the latest figures suggest that 55% of the men 

who left Ireland to enlist in the War were from a Nationalist or Catholic background. Yet 

amongst the Nationalist community and especially in what became the Republic of Ireland; 

it is almost like these men’s sacrifice is forgotten. A type of historical amnesia has 

happened. However Bernadette McAliskey points out in ‘Whose past is it anyway?’ that the 

homes of those soldiers never forgot. Their mothers never forgot, it was the state that 

‘forgot’. “In the real communities of real people, real grandfathers and real fathers died 

there, and they were never, ever forgotten.”8 This issue of remembrance and how we 

remember the war we will cover later in our project. 

To illustrate our point that this was indeed a shared war we have uncovered this fascinating 

photograph taken on 21st March 1914 taken outside St. Columba’s church. Ireland is in a 

ferment over the Home Rule Crisis yet here we see the total absence of ill feeling between 
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the ‘imported’ soldiers and Carson’s volunteers. At Omagh, 100 of the Bedfordshire 

regiment and 50 of the Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers along with 200 Ulster Volunteers met at a 

church parade. “They shared the same hymn book, sang ‘God Save the King’ and even 

saluted.” Quote from Daily Sketch, 25
th

 March, 1914.
9
 

 

This ‘integration’ of the soldiers was not something extraordinary at this time in Omagh. The 

local community in general co-existed peacefully with each other and there was a genuine 

tolerance and respect for each other’s traditions and beliefs. Perhaps it is significant now 

that the old St. Lucia and Lisanelly barracks is being transformed once again into a shared 

campus, this time an educational one, where once again the two communities, Catholic and 

Protestant, will work together side by side. 
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Life at home during the War 

The reality for people at home during the war was that life continued on as normal. 

Relatives and friends would wait for letter from their loved ones or read about battles in 

local newspapers. 

As part of our research we visited the Ulster Herald offices in Omagh and accessed their 

archives.  

Below is the official declaration of war in the Ulster Herald newspaper, dated 8th August 

1914. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Although the media was 

censored back then reports of 

war causalities were published. 

This news report details the 

names of local men killed or 

injured. This would have been 

very difficult for the families 

seeing their loved ones name 

printed here. 

Interesting to note that 

Lieutenants and Captains are 

reported on first then privates. 

The hierarchy exists even in 

death. 

As if to highlight the fact that life 

just continues on regardless note 

the article underneath about 

Enniskillen Markets. 



 

 

 

 

 

Battle reports in the local media 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local media reports on the major 

battles during the War. 

With the men away at the front fighting 

the reality for people at home was that 

life went on as normal. The media 

reported weekly on what was happening 

in the war but news was so heavily 

censored back then by the government 

that people were not getting an accurate 

description of what was actually 

happening. This newspaper report, 

accessed from the archives of ‘The Ulster 

Herald’, is about the Battle of the 

Somme. We now know that this battle 

took heavy causalities, especially Irish 

soldiers and a high volume on the first 

day, 5,500 killed, wounded or missing 

out of a total of about 15,000, and yet it 

has been reported as ‘magnificent’. 

 

 

The opening of the battle has been 

magnificent, and the operations are 

continuing favourably, although the 

Germans are putting up strong 

resistance. 



 

 

 

Here we have another local media news report dated 29th May 1915. This report is retelling the story of the Battle of Ypres which many local 

volunteers would have been involved in. The men are reported as being ‘steady and unshaken’ and ‘have proven their superiority again and 

again’. These news reports would have kept the morale high at home and ensured continued support for the war. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

We found this story particulary interesting when researching the local media reports on 

the First World War as it deals with the issue of conscription. The men that fought in the 

war had all volunteered and conscription was never actually introduced, however it is very 

interesting to read here what the people of Tyrone thought about Conscription. It is 

obvious from this report that they are totally opposed to the idea of conscription in any 

form and refer to any policy posing to introduce conscription as ‘intimidating’ and 

‘browbeating’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Local Soldier’s Stories 

 

It is estimated that around 330 local men lost their lives in the Great War during the period 

1914-18. 

The picture above is an example of a typical war memorial produced to honour the dead.  

When we embarked upon our research for this project we threw out the net in our school 

and asked students to come forward if they knew of any relatives they had that fought in 

the First World War. One girl in Year 9, Jenny Steele, came with a wealth of information 

about her two great, great uncles who had fought and died during the war and a third who 

had returned home. Jenny and her family had even visited the graves and memorials to 

these men in Belgium and France.  

Three brothers, sons of William and Isabella McKeown from Ballygawley, Co. Tyrone 

enlisted in the war at Omagh barracks. Thomas and William McKeown both enlisted in 

September 1914. Thomas, second son of William and Isabella, came under the 11th 

Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th (Ulster Division) and William, eldest 

son, came under the 9th Battalion, Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 109th Brigade, 36th Ulster 

Division. 

 



 

 

 

 

William McKeown  

 

William was among the first batch of intakes, enlisting on the 17th September 1914. William 

was a receiver of an ornate brass gift tin as a Christmas present in December 1914 from Her 

Royal Highness the Princess Mary’s Christmas fund. William’s battalion was to remain on the 

Western Front until November 1918 seeing action at the Somme, Albert (Thiepval), 

Messines, the Ypres Salient (Langemarck), Cambrai (Welsh Ridge), St Quentin, The Ypres 

Salient (Ravelsburg Ridge, Passchendale Ridge) and the crossing of the Lys. 

In late 1917, William was promoted to King’s corporal and received the Military Medal. It 

has proved difficult to establish the date or the circumstances surrounding the incident that 

led to this recognition; but from family statements it appears that during an engagement 

with the enemy, William single-handedly captured four German soldiers returning them, at 

bayonet point and under fire, to his own forward trench. From the date he was presented 

with the medal, the incident appears to have occurred during the Battle of Cambrai which 

began in November 1917. 



 

 

 

At the end of the war King’s Corporal William McKeown MM was serving with 243 

Company, Royal Army Service Corps (RASC) as a driver. He was transferred from the RASC to 

the Royal Innsikilling Fusiliers Reserve (Class 2) on demobilisation on 28th June 1919 while 

the Corps was stationed at Woolwich Dockyard, and remained on the Reserve list until 

1924. As William had signed up for the duration of the war he was not entitle to a pension 

but received gratuity upon demobilisation. Following his discharge, he returned to the 

family home in Ballygawley. William gained employment as a driver for Major Carleton at 

Eskra, Co.Tyrone and remained in service for three years. Maud Brown from Cootehill, Co. 

Cavan, was housekeeper on the Carleton Estate and they were married in 1921. 

 

Wedding of William McKeown and Maud Brown

 

 

William unveiled the Great War Memorial in St Mark’s Parish Church Newtownsaville, which 

includes the names of his brothers Thomas and Robert along with other comrades.  

William died on 2nd January 1968 and is buried in St George’s Parish Church graveyard, 

Ballygawley. 

 



 

 

 

William’s brother’s Thomas and Robert did not manage to make it home from the war. 

Thomas was killed in action on 16th August 1917, he was 23 years old. Along with his 

comrades, Thomas was given a temporary grave at the time. Following the completion of 

hostilities, the War Graves Commission undertook to provide soldiers’ remains with a 

marked plot in newly constructed cemeteries close to where they fell. Thomas’ grave can be 

found in the New Irish Farm Cemetery in West –Vlaanderen, Belgium. 

 

Thomas McKeown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Robert McKeown, fifth son of William and Isabella was also killed in the war. He was only 19 

years old. On one of the few occasions that his brother William spoke of his experiences 

during the Great War, he described how he had witnessed Robert’s death. An instruction 

had been given for the Inniskillings to “go over the top”. As the troops emerged from the 

cover of the trench, a German shell landed in front of them. Robert, who was part of the 

group in front of William, caught the full force of the blast. William assisted with the 

recovery of the dead and wounded. 

 

Robert McKeown 

  



 

 

 

Letters Home 

To win the war the British Army believed that morale was crucial, and it looked to the Post 

Office for help.  

The delivery of post was vital for two reasons. Firstly, receiving well wishes and gifts from 

home was one of the few comforts a soldier had on the Western Front. The majority of 

them spent more time fighting boredom than they did the enemy, and writing was one of 

the few hobbies available to them. For some, it was a welcome distraction from the horrors 

of the trenches. 

Secondly, letters served a propaganda purpose as everything that soldiers sent back was 

subject to censorship. The British Army claimed this was to prevent the enemy finding out 

secret information, but really it was to prevent bad news from reaching the home front. 

Letters from serving soldiers had a powerful role, not just in keeping families informed of 

the well-being of their loved ones; they also helped to sustain popular support for the war 

across the home front. Nothing could be allowed to jeopardise that. 

When we visited the Public Records Office of Northern Ireland as part of our research they 

showed us letters written by men during the war.  

One of the most poignant letters we came across was that of Major-General Oliver Nugent 

who came from Co. Tyrone writing to his wife on the 2nd July 1916, the second day of the 

battle of the Somme. He opens his letter with ‘Just a line to say Arthur and I and my staff are 

all well. Yesterday was terrible. Our losses I fear very heavy.’ He goes on to tell her ‘we are 

the only division which succeeded in doing what it was given to do and we did it but at a 

fearful cost. We are fighting today but we have so few men left.’ We know that the 

causalities amongst the Ulster division were very heavy. 5,500 men missing, dead or 

wounded out of around 15,000 on the first and second day of the battle. Major-General 

Nugent describes the bravery of those men in his letter saying ‘I did not believe men were 

made who could do such gallant work under the conditions of modern war.’ 

Letters like this one would have been sent regularly back and forth from the homes in 

Omagh and Co. Tyrone to the front line.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Undoubtedly one of the hardest letters to receive would have been the next letter we took 

a particular interest in. This letter was sent by a soldier to his friend’s father, a Mr Davidson. 

In it he describes his friend’s death and he writes ‘I believe he died instantly and in no pain’. 

Apparently this was something soldiers almost always told relatives as no one would want 

to reveal the awful truth about how some men met their death. The saddest part in this 

letter we found was at the end when he says ‘I am sorry I am unable to write you a good 

letter, but even yet I am not myself after what I have come through this last 10 days, and 

the tears are rolling down the face.’ 

  



 

 

 

Remembering the War 

“Commemoration is about sharing human experiences and fates, and reflecting on them.” 

(Piet Chielens, Co-ordinator, In Flanders Museum)  

How we commemorate and remember the Great War very often depends on our political 

and/or religious background. Speaking about the decade of centenaries and their 

importance deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness said: “Over 200,000 Irishmen fought in 

the war and over 49,000 were killed, which shows the human impact of the war on the 

island of Ireland. It is important all their personal stories are told to ensure the memory of 

those Irish soldiers killed will continue.” The First Minister Peter Robinson also said, “As we 

enter an important decade of commemorations in both our countries, it is my hope that we 

will keep alive the history and the stories of those who did not return from war.  The stories 

of the fallen have to be recorded for the benefit of future generations and will allow us to 

express our thanks and acknowledge the sacrifice of men who died helping to preserve our 

freedom." 

"Lest we forget" are the famous words, originally penned by Kipling. In Ireland however, 

some did forget the sacrifices made by the men during the Great War. Why and how that 

happened is very complex. During the war John Redmond leader of the IPP said “the 

achievements of that Irish army have covered Ireland with glory before the world”. When 

the soldiers returned to Ireland however, they found a changed political climate. Due to the 

fact that the 1916 Easter Rising had taken place during the war, for the most part, these 

Irish heroes have been forgotten in history. Tom Kettle, a nationalist politician, killed on the 

Somme predicted “These men (the 1916 leaders) will go down in history as heroes and 

martyrs; and I will go down - if I go down at all - as a bloody British officer.” The election 

then in December 1918 was a clear endorsement of Sinn Fein outside of the traditional 

Unionist areas. The sacrifices made in the war were side-lined in the southern provinces 

whereas the losses at the Somme became part of the heritage of the new Northern Ireland. 

Many of those Irishmen who served in the British army returned to their nationalist 

neighbourhoods greeted with ‘begrudgery’ and even hostility. Some however did recognise 

these men’s sacrifices. Joe Devlin, a west Belfast politician, said their fallen comrades had 

"died not as cowards died, but as soldiers of freedom, with their faces toward the fire, and 

in the belief that their life-blood was poured out in defence of liberty for the world”. 

In Omagh commemoration of the war was viewed as part of the Unionist tradition. In recent 

years however much work has been done in the Republic of Ireland and here to engage both 

sides of the community in some sort of commemoration. The following article appeared in 

the Ulster Herald in 2007. Ross Hussey, now MLA for West Tyrone, member of the UUP, 

outlines the sacrifice made by men from Omagh in the Great War. He highlights in his article 

the extraordinary moment that Irish National Volunteers and Ulster Volunteers marched 

through the town of Omagh together and respectfully saluted each other. He then goes on 

to name Irish National Volunteers that became part of the 16th Ulster division that came 

http://www.irishcentral.com/news-topic/Irish-History.html


 

 

 

from Omagh. The fact he wants to highlight the names of these Nationalist men shows how 

much thinking has changed in Northern Ireland and how far we have come recently in trying 

to recognise those men that their own communities may have forgotten or ignored. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Should we remember? 

We live in a time where the casualties of conflict are heard about and commemorated but 

not directly experienced. Northern Ireland has suffered its own conflict but we are too 

young to really remember it.  We have read books, poems, articles and memoirs concerning 

those affected by the First World War, both the soldiers and their families, women nurses 

and their duties, and have been shocked by what we have read and at times even upset. 

Whilst access to these stories, fiction or otherwise, can provide insight into the terrible 

atrocities that these people experienced, from our modern stance, it can be difficult to put it 

into any sort of perspective. There are no survivors of the first world war anymore so  all 

living memory of the war has been lost. Anything learnt about now is through the passing 

down of tales and information. 

Can we empathise truly from a retrospective position? We may wear poppies, but do we 

really know what we wear them for? Have they just become more of a novelty – an outward 

symbol of respect which lacks any inward reflection? Within our own communities the 

wearing of the poppy actually antagonises some people, why is this? How has this come to 

pass? 

It is inevitable that as time passes and the gap between ourselves and the First World War 

increases, our circumstances will also differ more and more. However, it is more important 

that we don’t detach ourselves from the 1914 generation. This ‘decade of centenaries’ that 

we are currently living through has such importance for our lives. We must remember these 

men and their sacrifices and appreciate the difficulties that these people suffered. 

The First World War was named the Great War and a war to end all wars, yet only 20 years 

after its end the Second World War broke out and since then there have been countless 

conflicts across the globe, conflicts which are still carrying on today – 100 years later – 

making that “lest we forget” even more significant. 

There is controversy surrounding the centenary celebrations. There are those that claim by 

honouring those that gave their lives in battle we are in fact celebrating war. Jude Collins 

touched on this when he visited our school as part of our research. He talked about the 

difference in ‘commemorating’ and ‘celebrating’. We believe that by remembering the 

sacrifice of the soldiers in the First World War, and all those who have followed the same 

path in successive wars, we aren’t celebrating their deaths as a victory but recognising it as a 

great loss.  

As part of a generation that has grown up in Northern Ireland we believe that we can 

understand the First World War as a celebration of the lives that could have been and we 

honour their sacrifice. To us the First World War is about the individual soldiers and 

participants who didn’t survive and the unimaginable acts of courage they performed. 



 

 

 

How the First World War will be regarded in the future is a different matter entirely. 

Obviously the further and further into the past the First World War becomes the more 

distance and therefore less relevant it will be. But it is important to make sure the sheer 

scale of the devastation is understood. We still need to remember, even if we can never 

fully empathise. ‘Lest we forget’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Researching the First World War 

West Tyrone Historical Association 

First World War Lecture 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Visiting PRONI 

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

Students involved in the history project with their teacher Mrs Martina 

McCauley at the PRONI exhibition ‘A Century of Change, Conflict and 

Transformation’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Accessing the archives at the ‘Ulster Herald’ offices 

 



 

Author and historian Jude Collins’ visit  

 

 

  



 

Student Voices 

Moya Garrity 

 

 

“I have really enjoyed learning about the First World War. I have found that 

partaking in this project I have  a lot more knowledge of what went on during 

world war one and how people were affected. I found that I had many great 

opportunities during this project e.g. meeting Jude Collins. I found him a very 

interesting man and loved hearing his point of view about the First World War. 

I also got the great opportunity of going to visit the public records office and 

thought that it was a superior building and really interesting to look at .I find 

that going to an integrated school made this project even better as everyone 

had different opinions and views on how we remember the First World War. I 

feel so grateful to have been giving this opportunity in history and have 

thoroughly enjoyed this project.” 



 

 

Ellen Hegarty 

 

“I have really enjoyed learning and completing this project. I took so much from 

this as a person, and have had so many interesting opportunities in learning 

about my ancestors involved in the war and other student’s ancestors. I really 

enjoyed going to the Folk Park because the older generation had so many 

stories of their past, and their opinions and I found this really interesting. I have 

just really enjoyed this project and hope I get many more fantastic 

opportunities like this.” 

 

 

 

 



 

Meg Curran 

 

 

“I have really enjoyed learning about Ireland and the First World War.I never 

knew that Ireland played a big role in the First World War. I am really enjoying 

learning about this period of history as it is very interesting , in every lesson I 

am developing a greater understanding. I never knew that there were many 

nationalists fighting in the First World War, I thought that mostly unionists 

were fighting. I have learnt that nationalists fought in the war because they 

were told if they fought they would get the home rule that they wanted, 

unionists fought because they were told that no home rule would take place. 

Nationalists and unionists also fought because war meant a wage. I have really 

enjoyed learning about this topic.” 

 

 



 

Abbie Jackson-Ware 

 

 

“I was really privileged to be involved with the centenery project and one of the 

best bits of our research I think, was when we vistsied the public records offices 

in Belfast. Whilst at the public records offices, the importance of the First World 

War really hit home for me. Reading the letters home from soldiers was very 

emotional, especially the letters to inform families of a tragedy. I used to think 

that war was totally unimaginable and I didn’t think I’d ever understand as 

much as I do now. The further we have went with this project the more I felt 

affected by the First World War. Now the project is complete I definitely feel as 

though my eyes have been opened and I really do have a more clear 

understanding of the signifigance of the First World War.” 

 

 



 

Tara Corry 

 

“Doing this project has really opened my eyes to how much World War One 

affected me and the country I live in. Researching in The Ulster Herald and The 

Public Records Office has definitely helped with connecting me with the people 

and families of 1914. Reading through the letters from the soldiers to their 

families was really emotional and has definitely made me appreciate the way 

my life is now.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Cole Reynolds 

 

“Learning about history is extremely important to me, especially when it is my 

own country’s history. In a country like ours where we can be very much divided 

and discriminate against each other it is important to learn from our own past 

and move on; so when I heard about this project, and about what I would learn 

from it, I simply had to be a part of it. My experiences over the past three 

months have immersed me in the history of our people, and I have truly learned 

a lot from it. I came into this project pretty much blind to what had happened 

during these years of conflict; I have now left it feeling enlightened and now 

knowledgeable in the events that have shaped how our current generation act, 

and what has shaped our town of Omagh, Tyrone and the whole of Ireland.” 

 

 

 



 

Niall McSorley 

 

 

“I really enjoyed the project. It really helped me understand better the effects of 

the First World War.  I enjoyed the talk with Jude Collins and the trip to the 

Public Records Office the most. The stories of the families of 1914-1918 were 

really fascinating. It really showed me what we normally overlook, which is 

always the most interesting bit!” 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Wounds 
by Michael Longley 

 
Here are two pictures from my father’s head— 

I have kept them like secrets until now: 
First, the Ulster Division at the Somme 

Going over the top with ‘Fuck the Pope!’ 
‘No Surrender!’: a boy about to die, 

Screaming ‘Give ’em one for the Shankill!’ 
‘Wilder than Gurkhas’ were my father’s words 

Of admiration and bewilderment. 
Next comes the London-Scottish padre 
Resettling kilts with his swagger-stick, 
With a stylish backhand and a prayer. 

Over a landscape of dead buttocks 
My father followed him for fifty years. 

At last, a belated casualty, 
He said — lead traces flaring till they hurt — 

‘I am dying for King and Country, slowly.’ 
I touched his hand, his thin head I touched. 

Now, with military honours of a kind, 
With his badges, his medals like rainbows, 

His spinning compass, I bury beside him 
Three teenage soldiers, bellies full of 

Bullets and Irish beer, their flies undone. 
A packet of Woodbines I throw in, 
A lucifer, the Sacred Heart of Jesus 

Paralysed as heavy guns put out 
The night-light in a nursery for ever; 

Also a bus-conductor’s uniform— 
He collapsed beside his carpet-slippers 

Without a murmur, shot through the head 
By a shivering boy who wandered in 

Before they could turn the television down 
Or tidy away the supper dishes. 

To the children, to a bewildered wife, 
I think ‘Sorry Missus’ was what he said. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bu.edu/agni/authors/M/Michael-Longley.html
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