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                                AFTER BLENHEIM     

                                                     BY ROBERT SOUTHEY  
 

SUMMARY : 

'After Blenheim 'is an anti - war poem written in the form of a ballad.  ( a poem which 

tells a folk story and may be set to music.) This poem describes the Battle of Blenheim 

that took place in the year 1704.Through a conversation between an old man and his 

grandchildren this  poem depicts a common manôs ignorance about the casualties and the 

pointless glory of war. 

 

The war caused widespread death and destruction.But Old K aspar  seems to have an 

unconcerned attitude towards this as he repeatedly claims that "it was a famous victory 

" . His gruesome descriptions followed by his casual attitude seem ironic and bring forth 

the horrors of war. The poem also projects the generation gap and the difference in 

viewpoints of the old and the new generation. 

 

At the beginning of the poem, Old Kaspar, is relaxing during a summer evening. After 

the dayôs work he is sitting outside his cottage door.Kaspar watches his young 

grandchildren Peterkin and Wilhelmin  playing in the fading sun. Wilhelmine is playing 

in the green grass. Peterkin discovers something ñlarge and roundò; after he starts playing 

with it, it attracts the attention of his sister, Wilhelmine. On Kasparôs close inspection, it 

turns out to be a skullï one that originally belonged to a soldier of the Battle of 

Blenheim. This sets in motion the rest of the poem. 

 

Kaspar explains to his grandchildren that the thing they are playing  with is some poor 

fellowôs skull who must have  died fighting in the  war of Blenheim. Kaspar describes 

how he finds such skulls in his garden all the time each time he ploughs his fields. Young 

Peterkin asks Kaspar to tell him and his sister what the war was all about and what 

was the reason for the war.Kaspar responds that, while the  English easily defeated the 

French he cannot remember ever knowing what they were fighting over. He seems 

unconcerned with this omission, but repeats that , ñôTwas a famous victory.ò 

 

Continuing, Kaspar explains that his father lived in Blenheim at the time of the battle. 

The soldiers burnt his house down, forcing him and his family to flee. The war brought 

death and destruction, many innocent women and children were killed. Throughout the 

poem, he unknowingly emphasizes the magnificence and glory of war without caring for 

the actual, historical human costs. He proudly declares the English Duke of 

Marlborough  and the native Bavarian Prince Eugene as two of the great heroes of the 

battle. Wilhelmine calls them wicked and says that war is wicked. Kaspar disagrees with 

her on the basis that ñit was a famous victory,ò and the war heroes received much praise. 



Echoing his sister, Peterkin asks what good came of the war: again, Kaspar pleads 

ignorance and only replies, ñBut ôtwas a famous victory.ò 

 

Stanza-wise explanation: 

 

Stanza 1 
It was a summer evening, 

    Old Kaspar's work was done, 

And he before his cottage door 

    Was sitting in the sun, 

And by him sported on the green 

    His little grandchild Wilhelmine. 

 
 

Explanation  

The poem at once makes the setting of the story clear. It was a summer evening. An old 

man,Kaspar having finished his dayôs work, was sitting in front of his cottage door. His 

little granddaughter Wilhelmine was playing near him on the green grass. 

The situation described here is commonplace, familiar. Nothing is spectacular. 

 

Stanza 2 
She saw her brother Peterkin 

    Roll something large and round, 

Which he beside the rivulet 

    In playing there had found; 

He came to ask what he had found, 

    That was so large, and smooth, and round. 

 

Explanation 
The little girl Wilhelmine saw her brother Peterkin rolling something that was large and 

round. Peterkin had discovered the thing by the side of a rivulet (a small stream) while he 

was playing there. He came back home to ask his grandfather what that thing was. 

 

Stanza 3 
Old Kaspar took it from the boy, 



    Who stood expectant by; 

And then the old man shook his head, 

    And, with a natural sigh, 

"'Tis some poor fellow's skull," said he, 

    "Who fell in the great victory. 

 
 

Explanation 
The old man Kaspar took it from Peterkin who stood expectantly for the answer. He 

looked at it, shook his head in sorrow and sighed. He said that it was somebodyôs skull. 

The person must have died in the battle fought at Blenheim. He called the battle a ógreat 

victoryô and was proud of the victory won by the English. 

 

Stanza 4 
"I find them in the garden, 

    For there's many here about;                          

And often when I go to plough, 

    The ploughshare turns them out! 

For many thousand men," said he, 

    "Were slain in that great victory." 

 

Explanation 
The old man added that he found a number of skulls scattered in the garden. When he 

went to plough in his field, many skulls were dug out of the earth. It was so because 

thousands of men were killed in the battle of Blenheim. He again referred to the battle as 

a ógreat victoryô, as it was something natural and to be proud of. 

 

Stanza 5 
"Now tell us what 'twas all about," 

    Young Peterkin, he cries; 

And little Wilhelmine looks up 

    With wonder-waiting eyes; 

"Now tell us all about the war, 

    And what they fought each other for." 

 

Explanation 



The young Peterkin got anxious to know all about the incident. Wilhelmine, too, looked 

up with keen eyes. They wanted to know all about the war and what they fought each 

other for. 

 

Stanza 6 
"It was the English," Kaspar cried, 

    "Who put the French to rout; 

But what they fought each other for, 

    I could not well make out; 

But everybody said," quoth he, 

    "That 'twas a famous victory. 

 
Explanation 
Kaspar said that it was the English who completely defeated the French, but he was not 

sure as to what they fought for. He only repeated what the people generally said that it 

was a ófamous victoryô. It is clear that the response of the old man was only conventional, 

and not his own. 

 

Stanza 7 
"My father lived at Blenheim then, 

    Yon little stream hard by; 

They burnt his dwelling to the ground, 

    And he was forced to fly; 

So with his wife and child he fled, 

    Nor had he where to rest his head. 

 

Explanation 
The old man, Kaspar, continued to speak about the war. Pointing to the nearby stream, he 

said that his father used to live there at Blenheim. His house was burnt down and he was 

forced to run away, with his wife and child. He had no place to take shelter. 

 

Stanza 8 
"With fire and sword the country round 

    Was wasted far and wide, 

And many a childing mother then, 

    And new-born baby died; 

But things like that, you know, must be 



    At every famous victory. 

 

Explanation 
The whole country, the old man said, was ruined far and wide with fire and sword. Many 

expectant mothers and new-born children died. Ironically, the old man added that such 

things do happen to win a grand victory. 

 

Stanza 9 
"They say it was a shocking sight 

    After the field was won; 

For many thousand bodies here 

    Lay rotting in the sun; 

But things like that, you know, must be 

    After a famous victory. 

 

Explanation 
People said that it was a terrible sight after the battle was won. Thousands of dead bodies 

lay there rotting in the sun. The old man again remarked that such things do happen in the 

war, at every ófamous victoryô. 

 

  Stanza 10        

  "Great praise the Duke of Marlbro' won,                      

    And our good Prince Eugene." 

"Why, 'twas a very wicked thing! 

    Said little Wilhelmine. 

"Nay... nay... my little girl," quoth he, 

    "It was a famous victory. 

 

 
  Duke of Marlbrough        Prince Eugene  

 

Explanation 



Old Kaspar then showered praises on the Duke of Marlbrough and ógoodô Prince Eugene 

who won the war for the English. Little Wilhelmineôs shocking response was instinctive. 

She remarked in disgust that the war was the most wicked thing. She could not tolerate 

the old manôs praise of the war. Her grandfather, Kaspar, weakly asserted that she was 

wrong and it was indeed a ófamous victoryô. 

 

It is here in this stanza that the poet brings about a confrontation between the 

conventional and instinctive responses to war. The old manôs defence of war is 

conventional and unacceptable, whereas the childôs innocent condemnation of war is a 

natural and instinctive response, and brings about the reality of the wicked thing called a 

ófamous victoryô by the old man. 

 

Stanza 11 
"And everybody praised the Duke 

    Who this great fight did win." 

"But what good came of it at last?" 

    Quoth little Peterkin. 

"Why that I cannot tell," said he, 

    "But 'twas a famous victory." 

 

Explanation 
Old Kaspar again referred to the public praise for the glorious victory won by the Duke of 

Marlborough at Blenheim. Little Peterkin, like his sister, failed to appreciate the views 

about the war. He wanted to know what good at last came out of the war. The old man 

was puzzled and said that he could not tell that but asserted that it was óa famous victoryô. 

 

ASSIGNMENT  
 

1.Read Stanza 2 and answer the questions: 

(i) Whose family has been referred to earlier in the context? 

(ii) Who was Wilhelmine? What was she doing? 

(iii) What did she see Peterkin doing? 

(iv) Why did Peterkin come home? 

(v) What did his grandfather tell him? 

 

2. Read Stanza 5 and answer the questions  

(i) What was the curiosity in young Peterkinôs mind? 

(ii) Explain the expression, ó wonder- waiting eyesô. 

(iii)òWhat they fought each other for ñ? This is the most puzzling question in the context 

of all wars. How? 

(iv) What answer did the old man provide? 

(v) Why did the old manôs reply fail to satisfy the young children? 

 



3.Read Stanza 7 and answer the questions: 

(i) What happened at Blenheim? 

(ii) Who were ótheyô referred to in line 3 of this stanza? 

(iii) How was óthe great victoryô a personal tragedy for Kaspar's family? 

(iv) What made Kaspar praise a horrible incident? 

(v) Why did his grandchildren fail to understand his viewpoint? 

 

4. Read Stanza 10 and answer the questions: 

(i) Why did Kaspar praise the Duke of Marlborough and Prince Eugene? 

(ii) What was the ówicked thingô? Why was it wicked? 

(iii) Who was Wilhelmine? Why was she horrified by the account of war given by her 

grandfather? 

(iv) There are two pauses in the line - ñNay...nay...my little girl,ò quoth he. What do these 

pauses show ? 

(v) What is the message of the poem ? 

Note :Dear students you must read the poem carefully and answer the extracts given 

in the workbook(preferably with a pencil). 

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 
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EXERCISE 1 

1. This institute was founded by him last year. 

2. The hospital was built by them in 1985. 

3. Food packets were distributed to the flood victims by the minister. 

4. The thieves were caught by the Policeman. 

5. Cookies had been baked   by the baker. 

6. Kites were being made by the old man. 

7. A greeting card will be being made byé.. 

8. Iron tools have been being  made by the Iron smith. 

9. An egg had been eaten by the boy. 

10. Mary had been followed by a little lamb. 

11. A sweater was being knit by mother yesterday. 

12. óOde to a Nightingale ôwas written by John Keats. 



EXERCISE 2 

1. A quiz is conducted by Derek O Brian once every month for the children of 

our school. 

2. Are you given strong medicines by the doctor ? 

3. By whom is the Casino played? 

4. Exotic dishes are cooked by the chef  everday. 

5. The children are encouraged to perform well by the teacher. 

6. The new rules are being explained to the students by the teacher. 

7. Papers are being checked by  her. 

8. A new project is being launched by the company. 

9. An old man has been hit by that car. 

10. Many novels have been written by him. 

11. An I POD was given to me by my brother for a day. 

12. The villagers were being supported by her during the discussion. 

13. The forms will have been distributed by them by Saturday. 

14. The nests will have been built by the birds in the next  few days. 

15. The leader will be followed by the people in the years to come. 

16. Our taxes ought to be paid on time. 

17. May you be blessed by God ,with more happiness. 

18. How can such a crime be committed by him. 

19. Let the window be closed. 

20. The  air craft was flown by the pilot at a great height 

------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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