The Smell of War: A Dive into the
Unforgettable Aroma of Battles

War has a distinct smell that lingers in the memory of those who witness it. It is a
smell that cannot be easily forgotten, haunting the senses long after the battles
have ceased. The aroma, a unique blend of burning debris, smoke, gunpowder,
and fear, is a testament to the destructive power and senselessness of armed

conflicts.

The Scent of Destruction

When one thinks of war, images of bombs dropping, tanks rumbling, and soldiers
fighting usually come to mind. However, what often gets overlooked is the
olfactory experience that accompanies these devastating scenes. The scent of
war wafts through the air, permeating the surrounding landscapes and leaving an

indelible mark on the psyche of those who inhale it.
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The first thing that hits the nostrils is the acrid smell of burning debris. Buildings,
forests, and vehicles ignited during armed conflicts release plumes of thick smoke
that mingle with the cool morning air. This scent is a reminder of the destruction

and chaos left in war's wake.

Gunpowder, another defining element of the battlefield aroma, adds to the unique
smell of war. The scent of spent ammunition, fired shells, and freshly fired rounds
fills the air during fierce firefights. It is a pungent mix that often masks any other

fragrance and leaves an unmistakable mark on those who experience it.

The Lingering Stench

The smell of war not only encompasses the physical elements but also carries
emotional weight. Fear, sweat, and blood mingle together, creating a scent that is
as much a reflection of human suffering as it is of destruction. This odor can

evoke a range of emotions, from sadness and anger to horror and despair.
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There is no doubt that the smell of war has a lasting impact on the mental health
of those involved. Soldiers returning from combat often suffer from Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and the smell of war can trigger vivid

memories and flashbacks, intensifying the psychological toll.

The Nostalgic Aroma

Ironically, despite the destruction and suffering war brings, some individuals seek
solace in the scent of battle. These people, often veterans or history enthusiasts,
find comfort in the nostalgic aroma of gunpowder and burning debris. To them, it

serves as a connection to their past experiences, a reminder of the resilience and

bravery witnessed in the face of adversity.

For some, the smell of war fosters a sense of unity, reminding them of the
camaraderie and bond forged between soldiers on the battlefield. It is a peculiar
sentiment that highlights the complexity of human emotions and the strange

allure of war's scent.

The smell of war is a sensory experience like no other. It is an amalgamation of
destruction, fear, and human suffering that penetrates the senses and leaves a
lasting impression. Though it may be an unforgettable aroma, it also serves as a

reminder of the futility and tragedy of armed conflicts.

Whether one finds comfort or horror in the scent of war, there is no denying its
power to evoke emotions and memories. It stands as a testament to the
indomitable spirit of humanity, reminding us of the need to strive for peace and

understanding.
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Historian Virginia Bernhard has deftly woven together the memoirs and letters of
three American soldiers—Henry Sheahan, Mike Hogg, and George Wythe—to
capture a vivid, poignant portrayal of what it was like to be “over there.” These
firsthand recollections focus the lens of history onto one small corner of the war,
into one small battlefield, and in doing so they reveal new perspectives on the
horrors of trench warfare, life in training camps, transportation and the impact of

technology, and the post-armistice American army of occupation.

Henry Sheahan’s memoir, A Volunteer Poilu, was first published in 1916. He was
a Boston-born, Harvard-educated ambulance driver for the French army who later
became a well-known New England nature writer, taking a family name “Beston”
as his surname. George Wythe, from Weatherford, Texas, was a descendant of
the George Wythe who signed the Declaration of Independence. Mike Hogg, born

in Tyler, Texas, was the son of former Texas governor James Stephen Hogg.

The Smell of War, by collecting and annotating the words of these three
individuals, paints a new and revealing literary portrait of the Great War and those

who served in it.
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War has a distinct smell that lingers in the memory of those who witness
it. It is a smell that cannot be easily forgotten, haunting the senses...
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