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Walt stood up, slapped his thighs, and began to crow like a cock. ‘Bring on the whole German army!’ he shouted. ‘Bring them on all together, or one at a time. I can whip them all!’

The greatest First World War novel to come out of America, Company K is the unforgettable account of one US Marine company, from initial training, through to the trenches in France and post-war rehabilitation. Written in 1933 by a decorated Marine hero, this is an unflinching, visceral depiction of the brutal reality of war.
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Introduction

One of the only recurring nightmares I can recall from my childhood is of a particular image from a school book about the First World War. Partially embedded in the muddy wall of what might be a trench or steep-sided shell-hole, is the corpse of a soldier. He is, for the most part, so decomposed as to be more recognisable as a comic-book skeleton than a real person. Except for his hands which, presumably because he was wearing gloves when he died, seemed to remain jarringly three-dimensional and grotesquely swollen in contrast with his shrunken cage and skull: an intrusion of life in a tableau of death.

It is rare and special to come across a single image or detail which moves so directly, or seems to convey a fundamental truth with such economy – and somehow Company K so abounds with just such wrenching moments that at times the reader needs to pause for breath. The spontaneous, wholly inexplicable and unaffected joy of camaraderie; the surreal detachment of watching a bombardment from afar; the all-consuming intensity of close-combat; the nearness of sudden, violent death and, through all, an undercurrent of the trivial and mundane: the human.

With beguiling simplicity and minimal styling, William March’s episodic rendering of the Western Front from the perspective of each and every one of the 113 Marines of the eponymous Company K, creates a kaleidoscope effect in which each vignette stands on its own, and yet the whole is greater than the disorientating sum of its parts. This results in a work which is at once both fractured and complete, both forbiddingly dissonant and utterly compelling.

The generation of schoolchildren currently learning about the First World War during its centenary are the first with no living connection to the conflict. Interviewed not long before his death, Harry Patch, the last surviving veteran of the Western Front, observed – not in anger, but as an explanation of a simple truth – ‘the younger generation, they can’t imagine what it was like’. There is something particular about war which privileges experience: unless you’ve been blown-up, shot at, dragged through and spat out by war you can no more imagine what it feels like than you can imagine how a bird feels when it flies. Genuinely well-written testimony by those who do know is therefore all the more valuable, and there can be no doubt that Company K ranks alongside Goodbye to All That, Her Privates We, All Quiet on the Western Front and the poetry of Sassoon and Owen as among the finest, most authentic and important renderings in literature of the First World War, a war now out of reach of actual memory.

It is no surprise that writers of the stature of Hemingway and Greene were admirers of Company K. Reviewing it in The Spectator Greene wrote, seemingly approvingly, that the book had ‘the force of a mob-protest; an outcry from anonymous throats... It does not matter that every stock situation of the war, suicide, murder of an officer, the slaughter of prisoners, a vision of Christ, is apportioned in Company K because the book is not written in any realistic convention. It is the only War-book I have read which has found a new form to fit the novelty of the protest. The prose is bare, lucid and without literary echoes, not an imitation but a development of eighteenth-century prose.’


While I would agree with Greene’s praise of the bare and lucid prose and the power of the freshness of March’s style and structure, I would respectfully suggest that far from ‘not mattering’ that every stock situation of the war is ‘apportioned’, the power of Company K is that it is every story of every Marine in every war. The nuance which was perhaps lost on the civilian Greene, is that Company K is, in fact, written in a realistic convention. The fragmented narrative, in which no single story stands alone but none are quite connected, in which each Marine’s story is interdependent yet only relatable from often strikingly different individual perspectives, and which, save for the forward passage of time and the relentless thrum of near death, seems to skip almost at random from high drama to inconsequentiality in the burst of a shell – all this is an entirely realistic rendering of the experience of war itself.

The only story in the book which appears ‘out of turn’ as it were, is the first, Private Joseph Delaney’s. It is, we are told, Private Delaney’s book, and March must have intended us to see him as Delaney. There’s something brilliantly subversive in the way March shares Delaney’s debate with his wife as to whether or not to include the more shocking scenes which will occur later in the book, but perhaps the most important reveal is of what may amount to Delaney/March’s mission statement:

‘This book started out to be a record of my own company, but I do not want it to be that now. I want it to be a record of every company in every army [...] I wish there were some way to take these stories and pin them to a huge wheel, each story hung on a different peg until the circle was completed. Then I would like to spin the wheel faster and faster until the things of which I have written took life and were created, and became part of the whole, flowing toward each other, and into each other; blurring, and then blending together into a composite whole, an unending circle of pain [...] That would be the picture of war. And the sound that the wheel made, and the sound that the men themselves made as they laughed, cried, cursed or prayed would be against the falling of walls, the rushing of bullets, the exploding of shells, the sound that war itself makes...’

This is an extraordinary, powerful image and an extraordinary, powerful piece of writing. Like the dead soldier from my school book it captures a truth about war that evades whole histories. Now that no one is left who can remember, we need books like Company K all the more to force those of us left behind not to forget.

Patrick Hennessey, 2016


Private Joseph Delaney

We have had supper and my wife and I are sitting on our porch. It will not be dark for an hour yet and my wife has brought out some sewing. It is pink and full of lace and it is something she is making for a friend of hers who is going to be married soon.

All about us are our neighbors, sprinkling their lawns, or sitting on their porches, as we are doing. Occasionally my wife and I speak to some friend who passes, and bows, or stops to chat for a moment, but mostly we sit silent...

I am still thinking of the book which I have just completed. I say to myself: “I have finished my book at last, but I wonder if I have done what I set out to do?”

Then I think: “This book started out to be a record of my own company, but I do not want it to be that, now. I want it to be a record of every company in every army. If its cast and its overtones are American, that is only because the American scene is the one that I know. With different names and different settings, the men of whom I have written could, as easily, be French, German, English or Russian for that matter.”

I think: “I wish there were some way to take these stories and pin them to a huge wheel, each story hung on a different peg until the circle was completed. Then I would like to spin the wheel, faster and faster, until the things of which I have written took life and were re-created, and became part of the wheel, flowing toward each other, and into each other; blurring, and then blending together into a composite whole, an unending circle of pain... That would be the picture of war. And the sound that the wheel made, and the sound that the men themselves made as they laughed, cried, cursed or prayed, would be, against the falling of walls, the rushing of bullets, the exploding of shells, the sound that war, itself, makes...

We had been silent for a long time, and then my wife spoke: “I’d take out the part about shooting prisoners.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it is cruel and unjust to shoot defenseless men in cold blood. It may have been done a few times, I’m not denying that, but it isn’t typical. It couldn’t have happened often.”

“Would a description of an air raid be better?” I asked. “Would that be more humane? Would that be more typical?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. That happened many times, I understand.”

“Is it cruder, then, for Captain Matlock to order prisoners shot, because he was merely stupid, and thought the circumstances warranted that, than for an aviator to bomb a town and kill harmless people who are not even fighting him?”

“That isn’t as revolting as shooting prisoners,” said my wife stubbornly. Then she added: “You see the aviator cannot see where his bomb strikes, or what it does, so he is not really responsible. But the men in your story had the prisoners actually before them... It’s not the same thing, at all.”

I began to laugh with bitterness: “Possibly you are right,” I said. “Possibly you have put into words something inescapable and true.”

Then my wife reached out and took my hand. “You think I’m hard and unsympathetic,” she said; “but I’m not, really, darling.”

I sat silent after that, watching the Ellis children across the street shouting and laughing and playing on their lawn. It was early June and there was a faint breeze carrying with it the smell of spiced pinks and Cape jasmine. Gradually it got darker and my wife put away her sewing, yawned and rubbed her eyes. All about us were the green, well-kept lawns of our neighbors, with flowers in bloom and shrubs banked against walls and fences. The sight of this green, flowing smoothness made me think, somehow, of old battlefields which I have seen...

You can always tell an old battlefield where many men have lost their lives. The next Spring the grass comes up greener and more luxuriant than on the surrounding countryside; the poppies are redder, the corn-flowers more blue. They grow over the field and down the sides of the shell holes and lean, almost touching, across the abandoned trenches in a mass of color that ripples all day in the direction that the wind blows. They take the pits and scars out of the torn land and make it a sweet, sloping surface again. Take a wood, now, or a ravine: In a year’s time you could never guess the things which had taken place there.

I repeated my thoughts to my wife, but she said it was not difficult to understand about battlefields: The blood of the men killed on the field, and the bodies buried there, fertilize the ground and stimulate the growth of vegetation. That was all quite natural she said.

But I could not agree with this, too-simple, explanation: To me it has always seemed that God is so sickened with men, and their unending cruelty to each other, that he covers the places where they have been as quickly as possible.


Private Roland Geers

It had snowed steadily, and the Virginia countryside was white and still; close-order drill was impossible that day, so Captain Matlock took us for a long hike across the hills. Coming back, our spirits were so high that we began to double time of our own accord, shouting at the tops of our voices and hitting each other with snowballs. We came to the top of the hill and looked down. It was almost dusk, and below us, in the valley, lights began to show in the barracks. Then Ted Irvine gave a shout and ran down the hill, and in a moment we had all broken ranks, rushing after him, pushing and laughing and piling into the bunk houses.

It was an hour before supper, so Walt Webster and I decided to have a bath, but when we got to the bath house, we found there was no hot water there, and for a minute we stood with our clothes off, shivering. Then, we held our breath and ran under the cold shower, jumping up and down and hitting each other on the chest, until a warm glow began to flow through our bodies. “This is great,” I said. “This is great, Walt!” But Walt who was singing senselessly, at the top of his lungs, merely because he was young and full of life, stopped suddenly, and picked me up in his powerful arms, carrying me to the bath house door, trying to throw me into a snow bank. But I locked my legs around him and held on, and we both went into the bank together. We floundered about in the snow wrestling and laughing. The other boys in the bunk house saw us and soon every man in the company was naked and wallowing in the snow, shouting with exhilaration.

Walt stood up, slapped his thighs, and began to crow like a cock. “Bring on the whole German army!” he shouted. “Bring them on all together, or one at a time. I can whip them all!”


Corporal Jerry Blandford

Sitting next to me at the counter was a sweet-looking girl, or rather she was a grown woman, twenty-eight or thirty years old, and we got to talking. I reached over and took her check, but she put up a kick. “I think I ought to be the one to be paying the check,” she said laughingly. Then we went out of the drug store and walked down the street. I told her how I had looked forward to my leave and how disappointed I was. It wasn’t much fun when you didn’t know anybody. I didn’t have any place to go in particular, so I was walking in her direction, but finally she said she had to turn. “Well, good-by,” she said, and held out her hand.

“Don’t leave me,” I said. “Come on to the hotel and stay with me. I’m not insulting you,” I said. “I respect you. I’m not trying to insult you.”

She thought a minute and then shook her head.

“I just want you to be with me,” I said. “I want to smell cologne on a woman and I want to see her with her hair down. I won’t do anything that you don’t want me to do. I won’t even touch you, unless you say it’s all right...”

“You must have a very poor opinion of me, to think I’m the sort of woman you can pick up on the street.”

“No,” I said, “I respect you. If I didn’t respect you, I wouldn’t ask you to come. If I wanted a street walker, I could get fifty, and you know it. I respect you,” I said; “I really do.”

She stood there, looking at me. Then she shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“I’m going across next week,” I said. “I may be killed in a month. I may never have a chance to be with a decent woman again...”

Then suddenly she made up her mind. “Very well,” she said, “I’ll come. I’ll stay with you every minute of the time until your leave is up. Go get your things and we’ll go to another hotel and register as man and wife.”

“I’ll be careful not to embarrass you. I won’t make any breaks, or let any of the boys know.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t care who knows. I wouldn’t come at all if I cared about that.” Then she slipped her arm through mine and we walked away.


Corporal Pierre Brockett

We knew they wouldn’t sell to soldiers in uniform as a rule, but this bar was out of the way, and we figured we might talk the bartender into it. So all three of us went in and lined up.

“Well, what will you gentlemen have?” asked the bartender in a polite voice.

“Give me a rye straight,” I said.

“Give me rye with a beer chaser,” said Bill Anderson.

“I’ll take Scotch,” said Barney Fathers.

The bartender picked up a bottle and then put it down again. “Are you boys in a big hurry?” he asked.

“No,” we all said together, “oh, no, we got lots of time!”

“All right, then,” said the bartender; “just stand there until war is over and I’ll be glad to shake up them drinks.”


Private Archie Lemon

The fourth day out was a Sunday, and that morning the Captain held services on deck. It was December, but the sun was shining on the surrounding water, its light reflected blindingly in the ship’s brass. It was almost too warm, in the sunlight, for the heavy overcoats we wore. We stood there for a while, and then the services began. They were very simple: a hymn, a prayer and a short sermon. Then, at the end, a benediction in which the chaplain asked God to give our hearts courage, and our arms strength, to strike down our adversaries. He said we were not soldiers, in the accepted sense of the word: We were crusaders who had dedicated our lives and our souls to our country and to our God that the things we revere and hold sacred, might not perish.

When we got back to our quarters, we were all silent and thoughtful. We lay on our bunks thinking of the chaplain’s words. Sylvester Keith, whose bunk was next to mine, gave me a cigarette, and lit one himself. “The chaplain has got the right dope,” he said: “I mean about saving civilization and dedicating our lives to our country.”

Bob Nalls had come up, and joined us. “I’ve been thinking over what he said about this being the war to end injustice. I don’t mind getting killed to do a thing of that sort. I don’t mind, since the people coming after me will live in happiness and peace...”

Then we sat there smoking our cigarettes and thinking.


Corporal Walter Rose

Going across in the transport, I was picked for a special submarine guard. Each man in our detail was given a pair of glasses and assigned a certain angle of water to watch, so that the entire horizon was constantly observed. My angle was 247 to 260 and in the tower with me was Les Yawfitz, whose angle joined mine. There was a telephone by each of us which communicated with the engine room below and the gun crews standing by on deck.

Late one afternoon, when it was cold and raining, I saw a tomato crate floating on the water. I looked at it for a long time, trying to make up my mind if it was moving with the tide. Then when I’d about decided that it was, I noticed it had moved backward a foot or two, contrary to the direction of the waves. I grabbed my ’phone and reported to the gunners, and the engineers, that there was a periscope concealed under the crate. The transport swung to one side quickly, and at the same moment the gunners began to fire. Immediately we saw a submarine come to the top, flounder, and turn sidewise in a burst of steam.

Everybody gave me the old glad-hand and wanted to know how I could tell that the tomato crate camouflaged a periscope. I didn’t know, as a matter of fact, I just guessed right; that’s all: So I was an intelligent hero, and got the Navy Cross. If I’d been wrong, and there’d been nothing under the crate, I would have been a dumb bastard, a disgrace to the outfit, and, like as not, would have been thrown into the brig. They’re not fooling me any.


Private Samuel Updike

It felt good to be on solid land again after fourteen days on a crowded transport. Our hobnailed boots clattered on the cobblestones, as we marched at ease down the main street of the town and up the hill that led to the barracks. It was cold, but the sun was out, and everybody was in high spirits, and full of fun. We laughed and shoved each other about. Then Rowland Geers passed his pack and rifle to Fred Willcoxen and began to turn handsprings, and clown. But the French people stood there looking at us, with their mouths open, a surprised expression on their faces. They weren’t at all like an American crowd: We tried to joke and kid them, but they wouldn’t answer. They just looked at us like we were crazy, and turned their heads away.

“What’s the matter with these people?” asked Tom Stahl. “Where’s their pep? Where’s their spirit?”

“Everybody is wearing black,” I said. “You’d think they’d just come from a funeral.”

Then a woman in the crowd, standing near the curb, answered me in a broad, English voice: “The people wearing black are in mourning,” she said, as if she were speaking to a child. “We’re having a war, you know.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize!” I said. “I’m sorry, I really am!” But the English woman had turned and walked away.

I’ve thought many times afterwards what clowns we must have seemed.

OEBPS/Images/facebook.png





OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-white.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/twitter.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
COMPANY K
William March






OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-black.png





OEBPS/Images/bookgrail.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz-logo-bw.png





OEBPS/Images/apollo-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/img2.jpg





