






















































































Chapter V 

Montague's War Fiction 

Montague's Rough Justice is a worthwhile book if read as a 

collection of essays on the machinations of political parties, the beauty 

of manor houses, the reaches of the Thames, the dereliction of public 

schools and universities, the exuberance of crowds watching British 

football, the cloistered streets of Oxford, and the irrefragable message 

of Jesus all loosely linked by an ordinary plot and stereotype 

characters. Among its better qualities, the descriptions of men at war 

are worthy of attention. 

Thomas Garth has a son, Auberon, and a ward, Molly, a sufficiently 

distant cousin. The children grow up in the family manor, the Chantry, 

on the banks of the Thames. Their companions are Claude Barbason, Colin 

March, and Victor Nevin. The boys all attend public school and then 

Oxford. When the Great War begins in August, 1914, Claude is already a 

cavalry officer, Colin contrives to obtain a safe commission while 

Auberon and Victor enlist. By the end of the war Auberon has lost an arm 

and Victor has been executed for desertion. Molly, who was to have 

married Victor, unites with Auberon. 

The book is not a success as a Bildungsroman because none of the 

characters change during growth. Claude remains an upper-class snob and 

Colin a carefree trouble dodger. 19 Victor, a pampered cynic of the 

world, fails in the reality of a world at war. Molly is always the 

epitome of virtuous womanhood and Auberon the trusting child who finds 
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good in everyone. The heavy imprint of Montague's own Victorian idealism 

can be tolerated because it was a popular literary pattern of the 

1920's.20 

A frequent criticism of Rough Justice by reviewers was that Montague 

could not write fiction. P. C. Kennedy wrote "He is a writer of great 

courage, frequent brilliance, and obvious erudition. But he lacks the 

specific genius of the novelist" (748). The Times Literary Supplement 

classed it "among the brilliant failures " ( 180). Joseph \vood Krutch 

claimed that "He has written a novel, but his story is a fable and his 

book an argument" (557). In support of the author, A. Hamilton Gibbs 

argued that "In addition to being a great novel, it is a gem of most 

delicate feeling set down in perfect prose" (3). In a review of two 

other books by Montague, Stephen Gwynn expressed what is, perhaps, a 

general view of this author's attempts at fiction: 

Touch Mr. Montague sharply and irony spurts out--mostly in 
the form of ingeniously perverted quotation. What a queer 
mind! What a delightful writer! Not a novelist, not a 
story-teller--but what matter for that? (813) 

Another common complaint expressed in the words of Kennedy was; "One 

must say roundly that he cannot create character. There are no people in 

Rough Justice" (748). Edward Davison noticed the conflict between 

Montague's comments on life and his creation of character: 

Mr. Montague, concerned not merely to tell a story, but 
also to adumbrate and criticize the life of a particular 
country during a particular epoch, has been forced to fit 
his characters into a mould which, once or twice, they 
have grown too big to fit. (837) 

Other criticism was voiced and rightly, for his use of baby talk extended 

into the children's teens.21 And Thomas Boyd complained that the 

novel "kept shifting and turning" (3). Davison found that Montague 
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"always sees or attempts to see both sides of every question. It may 

also be said that his book suffers because of this objective habit" 

(837). Kennedy, sharply critical of Montague as a novelist, reasoned 

that "these good passages betray the goodness of the essayist rather than 

of the novelist" (748). As mentioned earlier, Rough Justice is a good 

book if read as a collection of essays. 

The descriptions in the first half of Rough Justice of English 

places and people are entertaining but it is the descriptions in the last 

half of battlefields and soldiers that merit careful study. Lovett said 

this: "English novelists of the War have not been preeminent in accounts 

of the front. Of them all Mr. Montague comes nearest to Barbusse or 

Latzko'' (203). Hartley recognized the editorial value of Montague's 

observations: 

Mr. Montague, on the other hand, stands up to the war, 
faces it with his sensibilities quickened instead of 
stupified; he is not content with presenting the conflict, 
he interprets it. (342) 

At the beginning of Book Six, Montague described the diverse 

characters who made up Number One Section of A Company. These included 

Victor, Auberon, Fulford, a family friend, and the gardener boy from the 

Garth home. The others were: 

a teacher of boxing, a market porter from 
Smithfield, a carroty-haired Irish drover, a 
hunting parson, a dour Glasgow shipwright, a 
Dorsetshire farm hand, a bagman of florid exterior, 
a big-game hunter, an elementary school teacher, a 
minor professional tenor, a nervous and white 
London clerk, and a taxicab tout from Leicester 
Square. (201) 

Even before they left for France, some of the once-enthusiastic 

volunteers had found safer ways to win the war. The hunter of lions had 

obtained a commission in the Army Ordnance Corps. The moneyed bagman had 
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become Base Cashier. The parson had moved to Devonshire as an Army 

Chaplain (216). 

For British soldiers the issue of tea leaves with no hot water is a 

disaster. They are in a train in France that has stopped at ~taples 

which the men call "Eat Apples." Victor Nevin saves the day and has a 

brief moment of glory when he asks the French engineer for hot water 

(222). When they finally disembark there is good natured chaff among the 

men: "Wot stytion, Corp?"--"Chynge for Wipers?"--"Wot! All 

chynge?"--'"Ere, porter!"--"Keb! Keb!" (225). Montague had been through 

all this: had known the dismay at the lack of hot tea water: had 

relished the good humor and patois of his friends. 

As they marched toward the front, it rained. A stupid order came 

from the Colonel to wear greatcoats which soaked up the rain and 

increased their burden (227). Shortly after this, tired and trudging on 

slippery mud, Nevin almost fell as they passed a resplendent 

Lieutenant-General. Then came the order for a punishment march. The 

autocratic officer complained, "We must get these things right or we'll 

never do anything" (230). 

They moved into reserve trenches. Nevin was ordered to lead a mule 

carrying rations to the front line. Although Victor knew and liked 

horses, he was not at ease with this embittered hybrid that lunged at him 

with bared teeth (236). 

The wary scout gave a lead through a small gap in the 
tangle of old barbed wire that sprawled about the slippery 
ground. Each man ahead of Victor followed the lead with 
the fanatical precision of the tyro eager to prove himself 
fit. Victor, not so alert, let his beast sidle a yard or 
so out of the narrow safe way. It put a forefoot into a 
chance loop of wire like a big rabbit snare, and it was 
down before Victor knew it was falling--sidelong, away 
from the cleared track and into a thickset brake of jagged 
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thorns and thongs of rusted metal. (237) 

This was not the sophisticated world of leisure and comfort to which 

Victor was accustomed. The closer he got to the raw challenge of war, 

the more his defences broke down. There was no hard, strong character 

beneath the thin, polished surface of his upper class breeding. 

Within a few hours of his return from this dismal failure, his 

company was ordered to relieve the men in the front line. The Germans 

shelled the advancing men and Victor fell, stunned but not wounded: 

Victor turned a little, with an effort, so that his 
right cheek lay in the mud, instead of his nose. A big 
moon that had long been high in the sky had now 
brightened. Its light leaping out from behind rags of 
fast-moving clouds showed Haines half-naked and 
disembowelled; as moonlight shines on a lake, it shone 
on what was spilt on the road in front of Haine's belly 
and attached to it. (244) 

From this point on, the story of Victor Nevin is a story of failure. 

He hid in a French farmhouse, was later found and court-martialed, and 

was executed as a deserter. The review in the Times Literary Supplement 

called this chapter "one of the most dreadful and salutary things in 

modern literature" (180). Hartley said of it: 

All Mr. Montague's imaginative force goes into the 
description of Nevin's execution; it is perhaps the best 
thing, aesthetically considered, in the book, for though 
his restraint is sometimes artificial, his violence is 
always real. (342) 

Auberon survives the war but not without injury. A fragment of a 

shell cuts off one hand and he is returned home. Rough Justice is not 

as clearly autobiographical as Sassoon's novel but flashes of Montague's 

own life cannot be denied. After his injury, Auberon returns to France 

to conduct distinguished visitors close to the battle lines. One of 

these was "a famous writer, often abused as being no patriot" (269). 
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This description resembles Bernard Shaw, who was conducted close to the 

battlefield by Montague. 

After the death of Victor Nevin, the war ends and the remainder of 

the novel drifts into nonessentials. But even here there are wisps of 

commentaries on people and descriptive essays of the Thames and rural 

England. 

Some of his short stories of the war are enlargements of earlier 

characters in Rough Justice. Colin March and Claude Barbason appear in 

two of them with little or no change: both are skillfully evading the 

real war. Others contain characters or incidents that could not, 

perhaps, be fitted into his novel. In "The First Blood Sweep" infantrymen 

in the -trenches complain bitterly that the papers no longer publish 

football results.22 They are so addicted to gambling that they formed 

a lottery to see who will be the first to die. 

The story of two quarrelling Irishmen, "All for Peace and Quiet," 

shows something of Montague's intimate knowledge of patrols in no-man's 

land. One of the reasons for panic desertion from sentry duty is 

explored in "A Trade Report Only.'' The pride and prejudice of foreign 

officers is responsible for the useless deaths of many men in "A Cock and 

Bull Story." In "Wodjabet" a soldier so nicknamed is the last 

sadomasochist of the war. When the armistice goes into effect, he runs 

at the German lines firing his rifle and is finally shot down. Johan J. 

Smertenko wrote of these stories, "Each character is a loveable cuss with 

a world of wisdom in his wit. And action, too" (619). Montague managed 

to give Wodjabet a reason for his action and thus make him at least 

forgivable. 

Montague's last novel, Right Off The Map, has been called by 
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critics, irony, brilliant satire, his best book; often with the repeated 

complaint that he is not a novelist. It might well be called a Menippean 

satire because it "deals with mental attitudes rather than fully realized 

characters. It uses plot freely and loosely to present a view of the 

world in terms of sharply controlled intellectual patterns" (Holman 263). 

It is a symbolic history of the Great War if it had been lost by England. 

It does not have human characters; it has caricatures. Burnage is 

the type of newspaper editor caustically exposed in Montague's early 

novel A Hind Let Loose. Rose Burnage is the niggling wife seeking new 

thrills. Bute is the industrialist profiting from the sale of poorly 

made boots to the army. Bishop Case is the battle-thirsty Anglican 

priest. General Miln is the old school officer who knew all about war up 

to the beginning of the century. General Delarey is the unrelenting 

victorious leader of their enemies. Dr. Browell is the type of Oxford 

don that irritated Montague. Similar to the lovers in Rough Justice, are 

the heroic Major Willan and the brave and perfect Clare Browell. 

The plot is simple. Ria, although a fictional republic, subtly 

represents the entrenched aristocracy and the docile lower class of 

England. The editor urges Ria to declare war on Porto in order to 

acquire the gold fields wanted by the industrialist. He is abetted by 

the clergyman who wants to save the souls of the heathens. War has been 

declared before Major Willan has had a chance to organize the army. He 

complains ruefully: 

The Portans may push us back a few miles if they're ready 
for war. We're not. But then no British country ever 
was, when a war started. We'll just have to play the old 
game again--learn a war while fighting. (61) 

There were people and events of this kind in the real war of 1914. 
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But now the plot takes on a what-might-have-been nature. The Rians are 

defeated in their first battle just as the British were at Mons. This 

defeat turns into a rout as it did with the British years later at 

Dunkirk. But Ria is not an island and General Delarey sweeps on to 

victory. Under the peace terms, Ria is totally absorbed by Porto and 

Major Willan is hung for guerrilla activities. Since this book was 

popular, many Englishmen might have remembered it when Hitler began his 

advance into Poland. 



Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

The attributes of a holistic viewpoint are experience, 

understanding, and evaluation. Communication is a necessary addition if 

this viewpoint is to be conveyed to others. Montague had more of these 

and to a greater degree than other writers of the Great ~var. 

From August to December, 1914, he was living the war from his 

editorial desk. After the United Kingdom's declaration against Germany, 

the Manchester Guardian switched from opposing involvement to encouraging 

enlistment. Montague's news leaders explained the early action, warned of 

the threat against civilization, and argued that all able-bodied men 

should volunteer. 

After he joined the army he moved by small or large degrees from 

basic training to the battlefield to General Headquarters: from private 

to platoon sergeant to Captain: from the trenches to hospitals to the 

chateau at Montreuil: from fellowship with Tommy Atkins to association 

with visiting literati to participation with Sir Douglas Haig's staff. 

After he became press censor he followed closely behind the front lines 

into Germany and the end of hostilities. 

Before he entered the war, Montague had had years of experience in 

understanding people and world events. He admired the common man, was 

wary of the politician, and severely judged the aristocracy. It had been 

his task to pass on the precision and clarity of every news bulletin that 

crossed his editorial desk. He had published two novels, was recognized 
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for his ability as a dramatic critic, and was awesomely respected by 

staff reporters when he scrutinized their work. 

The world reputation of the Manchester Guardian for honesty, 

fairness, and accuracy was built by C. P. Scott and Montague. As 

mentioned earlier, Davison complained that Montague always tried to see 

both sides of every question. Others praised him as a delightful writer, 

for his brilliance and erudition and for his perfect prose. 

Not Haste, not Tomlinson, not Lewis, not Richards, not Sassoon, not 

Blunden had this training before the war, this range of experience during 

the war, and this total understanding of the war and the fighting men 

that made up Montague's holistic viewpoint. 



Notes 

1 Haste reports that fifty-three writers supported the war 

including H. G. Wells, Thomas Hardy, Arthur Quiller-Couch, John 

Masefield, Arnold Bennet, Gilbert Murray, Rudyard Kipling, and Arthur 

Conan Doyle (25). Other poets included William Watson, Alfred Noyes, 

Henry Newbolt, and Robert Bridges (27). 

2 Education is used here to mean that the author has learned, by 

whatever means, to write clearly, grammatically and interestingly. 

3 Haste was a scholarly historian engaged in research for 

television documentaries. 

4 The Manifesto of the Great London Vortex published in Blast 

was signed by R. Aldington, L. Atkinson, Gaudier Brzeska, J. Dinsmore, 

C. Hamilton, E. Pound, W. Roberts, E. Wadsworth, and Wyndham Lewis (37). 

5 Wyndham Lewis' first name was Percy, a name he detested. When 

Sitwell used this, Lewis complained: "Edith--she is a poetess by the 

way--is a bad loser. When worsted in argument, she throws Queensbury to 

the winds. She once called me Percy" (93). 

6 Richards relates a typical incident: 

A French wife complained to her husband that she had been 
assaulted by British soldiers. "There was a rumour that 
there was going to be an identification parade so that the 
lady could pick out the guilty ones; but nothing came of 
it. If the parade had taken place, although we had only 
been in the village a week, she could have identified at 
least forty men who had outraged her--at so much the 
crime. (232) 
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7 From Richards: 

"[Green and Eliott] were two old soldiers and two of the 
greatest scroungers on the Western Front; it was said of 
them that they would have dug up the body of their 
grandfather and cut it open if they thought he had 
swallowed a penny before he died. " (173) 

8 Richards finds that horror breeds addit i onal horror when men 

are outraged: 

"We could always tell when a man had been hit by an 
expanding bullet, which caused a frightful wound. 
Whenever one of our men got shot by one of these bullets, 
some of us would cut off the tips of our own bullets which 
made them expanding and then go sniping with them." (78) 

9 Sassoon found that in addition to courage, there were also the 

gruesome scenes of death: 

"Their fingers mingled in blood-stained bunches, as though 
acknowledging the companionship of death. There was much 
battle gear lying about, and some dead horses. There were 
rags and shreds of clothing, boots riddled and torn, and 
when we came to the old German front-line, a sour 
pervasive stench which differed from anything my nostrils 
had known before." (79) 

10 Blunden led his men on a dawn attack on the German trenches. 

"We rose, scrambled ahead, found No Man's Land a 
comparatively good surface ••• The dark began to dilute 
itself into daylight, and as we went on we saw concrete 
emplacements, apparently unattended to as yet, which had 
to be treated with care and suspicion; walking to the 
slanted low entrances with my revolver, I was well 
satisfied to prove them empty." (254) 

11 Elmer Davis reviewed Montague's book of short stories Action 

in Saturday Review of Literature, March 2, 1929 and said this: 

He was perhaps the most distinguished protagonist in 
contemporary English literature of a quality that the 
enemies, or even the rivals, of England must have viewed 
with considerable misgiving •.• Montague saw and accepted 
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