
Birdsong by Sebastian Faulks 
 
‘Quiet, isn’t it?’ said Stephen. 
 
‘Tolerable,’ said Ellis. ‘I’ve got a problem. I’m trying to get a working party to go out and bring back 
some bodies. It’s pretty quiet, as you say, and we may not have a better chance.’ 
 5 
‘So what’s the problem?’ 
 
‘My men wouldn’t do it unless I went too. So I said I would. Then they insisted on having at least 
one miner with them, but the miners’ CO says it’s nothing to do with them and in any case they’re 
fed up with doing our fatigues.’ 10 
 
Ellis’s white, freckled face was agitated. He pushed the cap back from his forehead to show a 
puckered hairline from which the gingerish hair had started to recede. 
 
Stephen smiled vaguely and shook his head. ‘We should all go. It doesn’t matter. It’s only death.’ 15 
 
‘Well, will you tell Captain Weir to get one of his sappers out with us?’ 
 
‘I can ask him. Perhaps he’d like to come too, now that his arm’s better.’ 
 20 
‘Are you serious?’ said Ellis crossly. 
 
‘I don’t know, Ellis. There’s something about you that makes me quite unsure. Get your working 
party ready for twelve o’clock. I’ll see you in the next firebay.’ 
 25 
Weir laughed drily when Stephen made the suggestion. 
 
‘There’ll be rum,’ said Stephen. 
 
Weir’s eyes opened in interest. 30 
 
Then when the moment came it brought a sudden fear and unreality. They could never be 
prepared to look at death in the crude form that awaited them. Stephen felt, as he had done before 
at moments of extreme tension, a dislocation in his sense of time. It seemed to stutter, then freeze. 
 35 
At noon on the firestep in gas masks. Taste of death, smell of it, thought Stephen. Coker slashed 
sandbags into gloves. ‘Wear these.’ Firebrace and Fielding of the miners, Ellis, white like milk, 
Barlow, Bates, Goddard, Allen of the infantry; Weir taking rum on top of whisky, unsteady on the 
step of the ladder. 
 40 
‘What are you doing, Brennan?’ 
 
‘I’m coming too.’ 
 
They tracked out towards a shellhole, the sun bright, a lark above them. Blue sky, unseen by eyes 45 
trained on turned mud. They moved low towards a mine crater where bodies had lain for weeks 
uncollected. ‘Try to lift him.’ No sound of machine guns or snipers, though their ears were braced 
for noise. ‘Take his arms.’ The incomprehensible order through the gas mouthpiece. The arms 
came away softly. ‘Not like that, not take his arms away’. On Weir’s collar a large rat, trailing 
something red down his back. A crow disturbed, lifting its black body up suddenly, battering the air 50 
with its big wings. Coker, Barlow shaking their heads under the assault of risen flies coming up, 
transforming black skin of corpses into green by their absence. The roaring of Goddard’s vomit 
made them laugh, snoring private mirth inside their masks. 
Goddard, releasing his mask, breathed in worse air than he had expelled. Weir’s hands in double 
sandbags stretched out tentatively to a sapper’s uniform, undressing the chest in search of a disc 55 



which he removed, bringing skin with it into his tunic pocket. Jack’s recoil; even through coarse 
material, to the sponge of flesh. Bright and sleek on liver, a rat emerged from the abdomen; it 
levered and flopped fatly over the ribs, glutted with pleasure. Bit by bit on to stretchers, what flesh 
fell left in mud. Not men, but flies and flesh, thought Stephen. Brennan anxiously stripping a torso 
with no head. He clasped it with both hands, dragged legless up from the crater, his fingers 60 
vanishing into buttered green flesh. It was his brother. 
 
 When they got back to the safety of the trench Jack was angry that he and Fielding had been 
made to go, but Weir pointed out that there were three men from their company unburied. Goddard 
could not stop vomiting, though his stomach was long since empty. When he was not retching, he 65 
sat on the firestep, weeping uncontrollably. He was nineteen.  
 
Michael Weir had a rigid smile. He told Fielding and Jack they were excused fatigues for a week, 
then went to Stephen’s dugout in the hope of whisky.  
 70 
‘I wonder what my father would say, he said reflectively. ‘Of course they’re all “doing their bit”, as 
he put it.’ Weir swallowed and licked his lips. ‘It’s just that his “bit” and mine seem so different.’ 
 
Stephen watched him and shook his head fondly. ‘You know what I really dreaded?’ he said. ‘What 
frightened me was the thought that one of those men was going to be alive.’ 75 
 
Weir laughed. ‘After all that time?’ 
 
Stephen said, ‘It’s been known.’ He had a thought. ‘Where’s Brennan? Did you see him when we 
got back?’ 80 
 
‘No.’ 
 
Stephen went along the trench looking for him. He found him sitting quietly on the firestep near the 
dugout where he and half a dozen others slept. 85 
 
‘I’m sorry, Brennan,’ he said. ‘That was a terrible thing for you. You needn’t have come.’  
 
‘I know. I wanted to come. I feel better now.’ 
 90 
‘You feel better?’ 
 
Brennan nodded. He had a narrow head, with thick, black greasy hair on which Stephen was 
looking down. When he turned his face up, its features were calm. 
 95 
Stephen said, ‘At least wash your hands, Brennan. Get some chloride of lime on them. Take some 
time off if you want to. I’ll tell your sergeant you’re excused fatigues.’ 
 
‘It’s all right. I feel lucky in a way. You know last July when I fell off the firestep when the mine went 
up and I broke my leg? Then watching you lot go over the top. I was lucky.’ 100 
 
‘Yes, but I’m sorry about your brother.’ 
 
‘It’s all right, I found him, that’s the thing. I didn’t let him lie there. I got him back and now he’ll have 
a proper burial. There’ll be a grave that people can see: I can come and put flowers on it when the 105 
war’s over.’ 
 
Stephen was surprised by how confident Brennan was that he himself would survive. As he turned 
to go, Brennan began to sing softly to himself, an Irish song that he had sung on the morning when 
they waited to attack. His voice was a grating, persistent tenor and he knew many songs. 110 
 
All night he sang for his brother, whom he had brought, home in his hands. 


