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In 1945 General George Patton wrote a letter to his wife saying “I love war and responsibility and excitement. Peace is going to be HELL on me”. One year later, General Dwight D, Eisenhower said, “I hate war as only a soldier who has lived it can, only as one who has seen its brutality, its futility, and its stupidity”. The military has never spoken with one voice but the wisest of military leaders and soldiers are against war, especially after they have experienced it firsthand.  Some of these veterans have become poets, and of all the callings that there are, I believe the poet has the greatest wisdom and the closest proximity to the truth.  The war experience, in particular, has given these soldiers turned poets wisdom and a strong urge to promote peace and justice.  One of these people is Paul Nichols of Loudon, New Hampshire who served with the Third Marine Division in 1966-67 in Vietnam. He has written several poems one of which is entitled Changed Perceptions:




In my childhood they were whirlybirds –





just silly whirlybirds





thumping through the blue sky





with no serious connections

I can’t think of them like that anymore.





Now they’re choppers





I’ve seen them as precious





life saving medevacs one minute…





horrific attacking death dealers





the next





Even their sound





faintly approaching from nowhere,





thundering overhead





then disappearing on the horizon





has been forever transformed





from novelty to dread

 Another poet who is not a veteran is Tess Baumberger, a Unitarian Universalist minister. Her poem, The Death of American Innocence echoes the loss of innocence that Paul Nichols expressed in his poem as well as Eisenhower’s statement about war. She wrote it in response to 9/11 and to counter the belief that it was the defining moment of our loss of innocence. 


Innocence does not die at once, in that first raptured thrust



It dies in every small seduction, in every subsequent acquiescence.



American innocence did not die in that bright flashing terrorist act,



it dwindled breath by breath, in great and tiny acts of terror,



It died with every smallpox blanket sold to an Indian village,



with every arrogantly greed-wrested acre,



with every language and culture annihilated,



it died on the Trail of Tears



It died with every African shackled and torn from homeland, family,



with every auction block sale of humanity


with every black woman raped by a white slave owner



it died in the Middle Passage



It died with every civil rights activist beaten or killed



with Martin Luther King, Malcom X, and the Black Panthers



it died in Montgomery and Selma and Little Rock and Chicago



It died with every gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered person



beaten or killed because of their sexual orientation or identity



It died with Harvey Milk and Matthew Shepard, It died at Stonewall.



It died with Roosevelt’s refusal to accept Jews fleeing the Nazis,



it died with every black man sent first to the front lines



it died with two atomic weapons dropped upon Japan,



170,000 lives lost in two great flashing instants.



It dies with every chemical weapon developed,



with every nuclear test, wherever it happens,



with every bomb or jail built instead of a school



It dies with every KKK rally and every single lynching,



with every man searched  by police because he’s black,


with every black man beaten by white officers,



with every child who witnesses or perpetuates gang warfare,



it dies with every racist or sexist or homophobic or anti-Semitic joke.



It dies with every bombed synagogue, mosque, temple,



with every black church burned



with every abortion clinic bombed



with every hate-filled word or deed.



It dies with every sweatshop built on a poorer country’s soil



with every product bought, made by a political prisoner



with every homeless person



with every starving despairing child



Oh innocence never dies at once, only delusion does.

A fitting closing to this column is a poem by  Marylin Lytle Barr who wrote Challenge to a Warrior Nation.


Yes, we have survived



cataclysmic times



in our own history



Now, let us gather



as “Ironic Points of Light”



sending sustenance



to survivors



of earthquake and flooded lands



food to the starving



healing medicine to the sick



ceasing the devastation we ignite



Let us defy



our war machine shining



“an affirming flame”



fulfilling our human potential



become lights in darkness.

As Pablo Neruda once noted, “Poetry is an act of peace. Peace goes into the making of a poet as flour goes into the making of bread”.  These poems are powerful testimonies that we should ponder carefully so that we can climb to a higher moral ground reflective of the creed of our country.  These poems and others can be found in a book entitled The Other Side of Sorrow: Poets Speak Out about Conflict, War and Peace edited by Patricia Frisella and Cicely Buckley published by the Poetry Society of New Hampshire.  It is an inspiring collection of poems by many fine New Hampshire poets as well as poets from around the country and world.


