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When I was in school in the 1950s, our anthologies included a poem
called “Ducks”, which entertained me as a whimsical comment on the
oddities of life. It never dawned on me to ask who its author was or to
seek out the context from which it came. I simply remembered it and
could quote its beginning: “From troubles of the world / I turn to
ducks”; and its end, the comment that God is “probably laughing still
at the sound that came out of its bill.” Only many years later, when I
was working on Ivor Gurney, did I come across Gurney’s bosom-
friend and fellow-poet, F. W. Harvey, and discover that he was the
author of “Ducks”. What is more, and what would have made the
poem far more interesting to the schoolboy, I learned that the poem
was written in Holzminden Prison Camp when Harvey was a prisoner
of war in the First World War, and had come out of Harvey’s deep
gloom during his time there. And for a whimsical footnote, Anthony
Boden tells us that when Harvey was told that “during the Second
World War one of the English exercises in German schools had been
to translate ‘Ducks’ into German, his reaction was: ‘Serves the
Germans damn well right!"”.

This book is a fascinating and easy-to-read biography of a minor
author of the first part of this century. Isay “minor author” deliber-
ately, in spite of Anthony Boden’s assertions to the contrary, since it is
important to get him in perspective. The weakest part of the book is
its critical assessment of the poems, and its judgments of their status.
On p. 286 we are told that “One year after the publication of September,
Harvey’s poems were selected for inclusion in the prestigious






