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1     At dawn the ridge emerges massed and dun  
      In the wild purple of the glow’ring sun,  
       Smoldering through spouts of drifting smoke that shroud  
      The menacing scarred slope; and, one by one,  
5     Tanks creep and topple forward to the wire.  
      The barrage roars and lifts. Then, clumsily bowed  
      With bombs and guns and shovels and battle-gear,  
       Men jostle and climb to meet the bristling fire.  
      Lines of grey, muttering faces, masked with fear,  
10    They leave their trenches, going over the top,  
      While time ticks blank and busy on their wrists,  
      And hope, with furtive eyes and grappling fists,  
       Flounders in mud. O Jesus, make it stop!  
 
 
 
Analysing the Poem  
 

1. Identify any words that you do not understand. Look up the words in a dictionary and write 
their meanings in your notes. 

2. What are your initial ideas after reading the poem once ? 
3. The first five lines of the poem describe the landscape. Pick out words and phrases which 

make the environment seem uncomfortable and menacing. 
4. Explain why you have chosen the words / phrases in question 1. 
5. Why is there a short sentence in line six ? 
6. Which poetic device is being used in the sentence in line six and what are its effects on the 

reader ? 
7. What is described in lines six to eight of the poem ? 
8. Why do you think the poet has chosen the phrase ‘bristling fire’ ? 
9. Which words depict the mental state of the men as they go ‘over the top’ ? 
10. Explain the line, “While time ticks blank and busy on their wrists.” 
11. Explain the use of personification in the final two lines of the poem. 
12. Who makes the plea at the end of the poem and what do they want to stop? 
13. Read the poem aloud and mark the places where the poem seems to pause. How many 

sections can the poem be divided into ? Why has the poet done this, in your opinion ? 
 

Further Study  
 

14. Research trench warfare and the trench landscape. 
15. Take one image of the trench landscape and make a spider diagram of words to describe it. 
16. Write a paragraph oSassoon’s depiction of war and trench warfare.  

 


