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‘Gentlemen of the Machine Gun Class’

[ VERSES FROM A SING-SONG ON THE WESTERN FRONT, SEPTEMBER 1915 ]

In 2012 The Irish Sword published two diaries of the Eton-educated soldier,
Major Bryan Ricco Cooper (1884-1930), of Markree, Co. Sligo, a literary man,
prominent in public life in Ireland.! The diaries were made available for
publication by his grandson, Captain Edward Cooper, who is a member of the
Society. Captain Cooper has since come across another item of interest among his
grandfather s papers. This is a folded two-sheet leaflet, 13.5 cm x 21 cm (approx.
: ' 5Y" x 8%") containing four printed
pages inside a cover bound with a
brown ribbon. Produced (it is assumed)
in France, on good-quality paper, the
item contains verses that were
declaimed at a valedictory sing-song by
officers who had participated in a
machine gun course held near St.
Omer, the British G.H.Q. on the
Western Front. The initial verse, the
work of Henry Platt [left], is
reproduced opposite; and the remaining
verses below. That these able amateur
poets were being trained to operate
machine guns is one of the arresting
realisations that are characteristic of the
Great War. The gentle grace of the
skilful versifiers is in every way at
odds with the world of mechanised
carnage described by Henry Platt as
‘something worse than hell’.

The date September 1915 is written on the cover of the leaflet.” Bryan Cooper,
who was then on Lemnos, having been evacuated from Gallipoli, was not on the
machine gun course and did not serve in France. The likelihood is that the
handsomely printed leaflet found its way into his papers because it was sent to
him by a school-friend from Eton days, putatively Henry Evelyn Arthur Platt
(1884-1916)," whose name appears in manuscript on the cover, where he is
identified as the author of the first verse. Cooper and Platt were exact

[to p. 364]

Cooper was M.P. for South County Dublin in 1910, and a member of the Dail from 1923 until
his death. The diaries, one from 1914, the other kept at Galhpoh when serving with the 5™ Battalion
of the Connaught Rangers, were printed in /r. Sword, xxviii (No. 113: Summer 2012), pp 303-18.

2 The machine gun course was probably one that concluded on 5 October 1915: fn. 6, infra.
3 See: William Bridge, Captain Henry Evelyn Arthur Platt: Diaries and Letters of a First World
War Officer (The author: 2012; ISBN 9781480295001; http://www.stanwardine.com).

[The Irish Sword, vol. XXXI (No. 126), p. 361]
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364 THE IRISH SWORD

contemporaries at Eton and shared literary interests. Platt’s father was a
manufacturer of textile machinery in Oldham;’ but his mother came from Ireland,
where her family, an army one, had land on the Blackwater in north Cork. Platt’s
maternal grandfather, Lieut.-Colonel Hodder Roberts of Renny, near
Castletownroche, was a soldier. As a younger son, Platt was in a position to
prefer the army to the family firm; and, having passed through Sandhurst, he was
commissioned into the 19"™ Hussars in 1903. In his elegant introductory verse
(reproduced opposite p. 361), he writes as a soldier who had served his country
for thirteen years. He complains of ‘the dreary treadmill of peace soldiering’.

When the machine gun course was over, Platt applied for a transfer to the
Coldstream Guards.® On 15 May of the following year, while serving with the 2™
Company of the 1% Battalion of the Coldstreams, he was killed in action at Ypres.
The Eton College Chronicle of 3 June 1916, in announcing his death, alludes to
his character as a writer ‘who loved the good plain English phrase’:

The war cloud hangs heavy over Eton. On entering the precincts of the Upper
School there is a Roll of Honour (Etona Non Immemor) on Chapel wall of Eton’s
sons who have made the great surrender in the war. It now reaches 600 names or
thereabouts, and there is now to be added Captain Henry Evelyn Arthur Platt,
Coldstream Guards whose anonymous lines only the other week in the College
Chronicle attracted attention. They were addressed to a soldier:
Say not of him ‘he left this vale of tears,’
Who loved the good plain English phrase
‘He died,’
Nor state ‘he nobly lived (or otherwise),
Failed or succeeded’ — friend, just say
‘He tried’.
This verse that Platt had contributed anonymously to the Eton College Chronicle
became the epitaph on his memorial in the Parish Church at Brompton.

The dedication of the verses to Norman Birkett, ‘King among men who is entirely
responsible for this effort’, is a puzzle. It is not that the name Norman Birkett is
unfamiliar, for the Norman Birkett, 1* Baron Birkett (1883-1962), who was a
barrister, a Liberal M.P., a judge at Nuremberg, and, ultimately, as a Lord of
Appeal in Ordinary, a member of the House of Lords, is well known; nor is it a

Cooper was born on 17 June 1884, Platt on 13 September 1884. William Bridge, in his
biography, says of Platt, that he ‘had few friends’ at Eton, ‘but what he had were good’; that at 15,
he ‘began an attempt at serious reading instigated by his friend Bryan’; and that he ‘wanted to
appear in private theatricals but something always prevented it, but wrote many plays’.

5" Ibid., ‘My firm Platt Bros. Oldham supply textile machinery to the whole world & we employ
about 5,000 skilled hands.” Platt’s grandfather had been the Liberal M.P. for Oldham.

Ibid., ‘To Adjutant / 19" Royal Hussars / From Captain Platt / 19" Royal Hussars /
Machine Gun School / G.H.Q. / September 28" 1915 / Application for Transfer / Sir, / 1 have the
honour to request that this my application for transfer to the 1* Battalion Coldstream Guards be
submitted, also that I may be permitted to be attached pending transfer to that battalion on
completion of this course of instruction on October 5™. / I have seen the Commanding Officer who
is m/illing to take me. / I have the honour to be / Sir / Your obedient servant / H. E. Platt / Captain /
19™ Hussars.’
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quibble that this man was not of the right age, for he was but a year the senior of
Cooper and Platt. The hesitation arises because this Birkett was neither at Eton
nor in the army; and because his background was altogether different. He was a
Methodist draper’s son from Lancashire, who left school at 14, aspiring to be a
Methodist preacher. Such a background was an improbable springboard to
distinction in the law and legislature, and one, at first sight, that renders it
improbable that he was an associate of the military versifiers.

The idea nevertheless lingers that the ‘king among men’ who was ‘entirely
responsible for this effort’” might have been Norman Birkett [photo: below left],
the draper’s son from Ulverston. That this young man’s earnest character and
literary ability had won the admiration of the machine gunners, is a possibility
nourished by the knowledge that Arthur Christopher Benson (1862-1925) [photo:
below right], the widely influential literary man remembered as the author of the
words of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’, knew both Birkett and the Etonians.

Benson had taught at Eton for eighteen years (1885-1903) before going to
Cambridge to become a Fellow of Magdalene. Birkett entered Cambridge as a
mature student in 1907, and his university career, which included the Presidency
of the Union, and twice winning the English Essay Prize, was the foundation of
his reputation. In Benson, with whom he had corresponded even before he went
up to Cambridge, Birkett had a mentor. In accounting for the machine gunners’
dedication of their verses, the conjecture is ventured that Benson put his
Cambridge protégé in touch with his former pupils.

KENNETH FERGUSON





