More than Mud and Cooties:
The Poetry of World War I Soldiers
Rebecca L. Byrd
New Center School
Sevierville, Tennessee

Grade Level:
6–8

Objectives:
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to


Work in groups to analyze poetry published in Stars and Stripes to develop an
understanding of the physical and emotional conditions that World War I soldiers
faced



Create a culminating project that expresses their understanding of the experience
of World War I soldiers

Guiding Question:
How did World War I soldiers use poetry to express their feelings towards the war?

Connections to Common Core:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.8.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used
in a text, including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific
word choices on meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are
used in the text, including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of
specific word choices on meaning and tone, including words with multiple meanings or
language that is particularly fresh, engaging, or beautiful. (Include Shakespeare as well as
other authors.)
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11-12.6 Analyze a case in which grasping a point of view requires
distinguishing what is directly stated in a text from what is really meant (e.g., satire,
sarcasm, irony, or understatement).

Connections to C3 Framework:
D2.His.6.6-8. Analyze how people’s perspectives influenced what information is available
in the historical sources they created.

Documents Used:
Primary Sources:
“Black and White.” The Stars and Stripes, September 27, 1918.
http://memory.loc.gov/service/sgp/sgpsas/1918/191809/19180927/04.pdf
A. P. Bowen, “If I Were A Cootie.” The Stars and Stripes, November 1, 1918.
http://memory.loc.gov/service/sgp/sgpsas/1918/191811/19181101/04.pdf
Wilfred Owen, “Dulce Et Decorum Est.” Emory University.
http://www.english.emory.edu/LostPoets/Dulce.html
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Alan Seeger, “I Have a Rendezvous with Death.” Emory University.
http://www.english.emory.edu/LostPoets/Seeger.html
Harry H. St. Louis, “Crosses.” The Stars and Stripes, June 7, 1918.
http://memory.loc.gov/service/sgp/sgpsas/1918/191806/19180607/05.pdf
Jack Warren, “Who Said Sunny France?” The Stars and Stripes, May 24, 1918.
http://memory.loc.gov/service/sgp/sgpsas/1918/191805/19180524/05.pdf
Secondary Source:
Stephen Wesson. “Soldiers’ Poems of World War I in Newspapers: Personal Responses in
Public Media.” Teaching with the Library of Congress, March 19, 2013.
http://blogs.loc.gov/teachers/2013/03/soldiers-poems-of-world-war-i-in-newspaperspersonal-responses-in-public-media/

Lesson Description:
Overview: This lesson is designed to help students to recognize the value of poetry for
understanding how World War I soldiers reacted to the experience of war. The lesson
requires some background knowledge of the war and will be most successful if taught
towards the end of a unit on World War I. The lesson uses poems written by soldiers and
published in The Stars and Stripes. This lesson was inspired by a blog post by Stephen
Wesson titled “Soldiers’ Poems of World War I in Newspapers: Personal Responses in Public
Media.”
Time: 1 to 2 class periods and presentation day

Materials:
The transcriptions were created by using the PDF version of each newspaper page. The
page was enlarged, a screen snip was taken and then pasted into a word processing
program. Each page has an image of the original as well as the transcribed version.



“Black and White” Transcription



“Crosses” Transcription



“If I Were A Cootie” Transcription



“Who Said Sunny France?” Transcription



Graphic Organizer



Culminating activities sheet and rubric
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Lesson Preparation:


Print one copy of the graphic organizer for each group



Print one copy of each poem transcription for each student



Print one copy of the culminating activities page for each student



Prepare the container of ice water for the introductory activity

Day 1 Procedure:
 Introductory Activity: Place a desk or table in the front of the classroom with a
container of ice water on it and cover with a tablecloth.

o As students enter, display the following prompt: Describe the experience of
putting your hand in cold water. Students can write a response in their
notebooks or share orally.

o Next, uncover the water and have the students come forward and briefly
put one hand in the water. Have paper towels on hand for students.

o Ask them if experiencing the cold water firsthand better prepared them to
respond to the prompt. Discuss. Student responses should indicate that
firsthand experiences better prepare them to respond to the prompt.



Explain that they will be working in groups to analyze poems written by World War
I soldiers. The students will use the poems to determine what physical and
psychological or emotional conditions the soldiers experienced and how the
soldiers responded. Divide the students into groups and distribute all materials.
Students should work with their groups to analyze the poems and complete the
graphic organizer for the remainder of class.

Day 2 Procedure:


Students should reconvene with their groups and complete the graphic organizer if
necessary.



Discuss student responses to the graphic organizer as a class.



If time allows, read “Rendezvous with Death” or “Dulce et Decorum Est” with the
class. Compare the topics and tone of these poems with those published in Stars

and Stripes.


Answer questions regarding the culminating activities sheet and assign a due date.

Presentation Day:


Students will present projects to the class. Each student will complete an exit card
that completes the following statement. “ _________ project was my favorite
because ____________, __________, and _____________.” The teacher can tally the
cards and recognize the students with the best projects.
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Assessment Materials:
The culminating activities for this lesson are designed to give students a wide range of
choices in expressing their understanding from the lesson. The attached rubric gives
some general guidelines for assessing the projects.

Methods for Extension:
 Students can search for other poems that reflect themes or tones similar to those
analyzed in class. Go to
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/sgphtml/sashtml/sashome.html and search using
the term “Army poets.”



Have students read a current issue of Stars and Stripes (http://www.stripes.com/).
Students should look for articles or features that express themes similar to those
in the poems. Students should hypothesize reasons for the similarities or
differences.



Examine works of art created by World War I soldiers and compare the themes with
those of the poems. Archives New Zealand has an outstanding collection of
digitized World War I art. It can be accessed at http://warart.archives.govt.nz/.

Adaptations:


For younger, ELL or students that read below grade level, omit the “Crosses” poem
and read and discuss “If I Were a Cootie” as a whole class activity before dividing
into groups.



Provide students with a list of terms that might be used in the graphic organizer
such as sarcastic, ironic, frightened, etc. to stimulate group discussion.
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Poetry Graphic Organizer
Title

What physical
conditions does
the poem
describe?
What emotional
or psychological
conditions does
the poem
describe?
What is the
author's tone?

How would
other soldiers
react to the
poem?
How would
civilians react to
the poem?

Black and White
I was like the child
Who believed there was
A Santa Claus
But had never seen him,
Only
I have seen another world
And know it exists.

I used to think that
There was only one worldA world of
Mud
And bursting shells
Which killed and wounded
Me and my pals;
A world of
Hazing bullets
And mustard gas,
And cold, sleepless nights,
And no food for days,
And Huns who cried
“Kamerad!”
(When their ammunition was gone),
And filthy clothes,
And cooties
And cooties

And cooties.

But now I know that there is also
A world ofClean sheets and pajamas,
And good food
And plenty of it,
And kind, gentle women
In white
Who give you cocoa and soup.
And doctors who give you more than
“CC” pills.
And peaceful days
Without a single shell
And peaceful nights.
And officers who wear white collars
And who have only heard of cooties,
And visitors who sit on your bed
And murmur “How thrilling,”
And street cars and taxis,
And buildings without
A single shell shot in them,
And everything
I only dreamed of before.
Gosh! but it’s a wonderful warBACK HERE

Harv.

If I Were A Cootie
If I were a cootie (pro-Ally, of course),
I’d hie me away on a Potsdam-bound horse,
And I’d seek out the Kaiser (the war-maddened cuss),
And I’d be a bum cootie if I didn’t muss
His imperial hid from his head to his toe!
He might hide from the bombs, but I’d give him no
show!
If I were a cootie, I’d deem it my duty
To thus treat the Kaiser,
Ah oui!
And after I’d thoroughly covered Bill’s area,
I’d hasten away to the Prince of Bavaria,
And chew him a round or two- under the LindenThen pack up my things and set out for old Hinden,
(Old Hindy’s the guy always talking ‘bout strafing)
To think what I’d do to that bird sets me laughing!
If I were a cootie, I’d deem it my duty
To thus treat the Prince and old Hindy,
Ah oui!
I’d ne’er get fed up on Imperial goreI might rest for a while, but I’d go back for more.
I’d spend a few days with that Austrian crew,
And young Carl himself I’d put down for a chew.

There’d be no meatless days for this cootie, I know,
They’d all get one jolly good strafing or so.
For if I were a cootie, I’d deem it my duty
To thus treat their damships,
Ah oui!
Sgt. A.P. Bowen, R.T.O.

“Who Said Sunny France?”
It lies on your blankets and over your bed,
There’s mud in the cover that covers your head,
There’s mud in the coffee, the slum and the breadSUNNY FRANCE!
There’s mud in your eyebrows, there’s mud up your nose,
There’s mud on your leggings to add to your woes,
The mud in your boots finds its place ‘twixt your toesSUNNY FRANCE!

Oh, the grimy mud, the slimy mud, the mud
that makes you swear,
The cheesy mud, the greasy mud, that filters
through your hair.
You sleep in the mud and drink it, that’s true:
There mud in the bacon, the rice and the stew,
When you open an egg, you’ll find mud in it, tooSUNNY FRANCE!
There’s mud in the water, there’s mud in the tea,
There’s mud in your mess kit as thick as can be,
It sticks to your fingers like leaves to a treeSUNNY FRANCE!

Oh, the ruddy mud, the muddy mud, the mud
That gets your goat,
The sliding mud, the gliding mud, that sprays

your pants and coat!
It cakes in your mouth till you feel like an ox,
It slips down your back and rests in your sox;
You think that you’re walking in cut glass and rocksSUNNY FRANCE!
There’s mud in your gas mask, there’s mud in your hat,
There’s mud in your helmet, there’s mud on your gat,
Yet, though mud’s all around us, we’re
Happy at thatSUNNY FRANCE!

Oh, the dank, dank mud, the rank, rank mud,
There’s just one guy to blame;
We’ll wish him well (we will like H_ll),
And Kaiser Bill’s his name!
Corp. Jack Warren Carrol,
Supply Co., - F.A.

Crosses
Each life must have its crosses,
And a soldier gets his share,
From a trip across the ocean
To the envied Croix de Guerre.
There are crosses by the Censor.
Far too many , so it seems;
There are crosses in the letters,
From the girlie of his dreams.
There’s a cross that’s worn by heroes
Who have faced a storm of lead;
There’s a cross when he is wounded.
There’s a cross when he is dead.
There’s an iron cross awarded
For murder and for rape;
It’s the emblem of the devil,
It’s the cross of sin and hate.
There’s the little cross of Mercy
That very few may own;
For a soldier it is second
To the cross of God alone.
It’s a cross that’s worn by womenWhen we see it we believe
We can recognize an angel
By the Red Cross on her sleeve.
Pvt. Harry H. St. Louis, USMC

World War I Poetry Culminating Activities
Individual projects
Create an original work of art using any medium that illustrates a passage from any of the
poems studied in class or represents the overall tone of the work.
Present a dramatic reading of one of the poems that uses tone of voice, posture and pacing to
express the emotion of the poem.
Research Alan Seeger, Wilfred Owen or another World War I poet. Create a biographical poster.

Individual/Partner projects
Many of the poems used irony or sarcasm to express the poets’ true emotions. Create a mock
Facebook page for a Doughboy (ordinary American soldier) that uses irony and sarcasm.
Research poetry written by soldiers in other wars, such as World War II or Vietnam. Present a
poem to the class that reflects some of the same themes as the poems analyzed in class.
Create a “music video” for one of the poems analyzed in class using World War I era
photographs and art.

Group projects
Create a short skit of 2 to 4 minutes based on one of the poems analyzed in class.
Present a short skit of 2 to 4 minutes that imagines a debate between members of The Stars

and Stripes staff on whether or not to include soldiers’ poetry in the newspaper.

World War I Poetry Culminating Activities Rubric
Student Name:

Exceeds
Meets
Fails to meet
Expectations Expectations expectations
25 points
20 points
15 points

Completed on time
Clearly presented to
class
Addresses the
themes of poetry
from lesson
Meets specific
requirements (see
activities page)

Student Name:

Completed on time
Clearly presented to
class
Addresses the
themes of poetry
from lesson
Meets specific
requirements (see
activities page)

Student Name:

Exceeds
Meets
Fails to meet
Expectations Expectations expectations
25 points
20 points
15 points

Completed on time
Clearly presented to
class
Addresses the
themes of poetry
from lesson
Meets specific
requirements (see
activities page)

Exceeds
Meets
Fails to meet
Expectations Expectations expectations
25 points
20 points
15 points

Student Name:

Completed on time
Clearly presented to
class
Addresses the
themes of poetry
from lesson
Meets specific
requirements (see
activities page)

Exceeds
Meets
Fails to meet
Expectations Expectations expectations
25 points
20 points
15 points

