

[image: ]













 





Praise for Now All Roads Lead to France:




 





‘Finally gives the poet’s poet among the dead of the Great War the measured and moving biographical treatment he deserves.’ Jonathan Bate, Sunday Telegraph Books of the Year




 





‘With calm grace and candid respect, Hollis gives contemporary relevance to the last powerful works of [Edward Thomas].’ Iain Finlayson, The Times Books of the Year




 





‘Hollis’s great achievement is to use the odd shape of Thomas’s verse life as a way to explore the state of British poetry on the eve of the Great War, poised between Georgian lyricism and stark modernism. He triumphantly demonstrates how, far from being a baggy or moribund genre, biography can be a sharp tool of literary criticism.’ Kathryn Hughes, Guardian Books of the Year




 





‘One of the year’s most engrossing biographies … sensitively recounted the growth-spurt in Thomas’s art.’ Boyd Tonkin, Independent Books of the Year




 





‘The best book about poetry … moving and insightful … nothing I have come across before has got so well the feeling of how that complex symbiosis worked and how the parting of Thomas and Frost was as significant in its way as their first encounter. By its end the book is the perfect setting for Thomas’s perfect poems.’ Bernard O’Donoghue, TLS Books of the Year




 





‘Brilliant and superbly written.’ Nigel Jones, Sunday Telegraph Book of the Week 




 





‘Extremely readable … Thomas is well served by Hollis’s clear-eyed sympathy.’ Sean O’Brien, Independent Book of the Week




 





‘Exceptionally fine … perhaps, above all, a gentle reminder that poetry can be almost as essential to the human spirit as breathing.’ Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday Book of the Week




 





‘Like Edward Thomas’s poetry, Now All Roads Lead to France is a work of careful, unobtrusive excellence, subtle insight and great emotional power. It tells the story of a compelling figure from a half-forgotten England whose influence on contemporary writing seems to grow and grow.’ Adam Foulds




 





‘Matthew Hollis’s superb biography focuses on what transformed a talented journalist into one of the most highly regarded nature poets of the twentieth century.’ Sameer Rahim, Daily Telegraph




 





‘My favourite biography of 2011 is Matthew Hollis’s eloquently perceptive Now All Roads Lead to France, an atmospheric study of poet Edward Thomas, his life and times, and particularly his friendship with Robert Frost which led him to nature poetry and ultimately to powerful lyrics shaped by war.’ Eileen Battersby




 





‘Thoughtful and scrupulous … A bravura critical performance.’ John Carey, Sunday Times




 





‘Elegant and insightful … A brilliant, even inspiring biography.’ Hugh MacDonald, Herald




 





‘Excellent and highly readable … Hollis writes a fascinating and knowledgeable study of England and Englishness of the era.’ Gerald Dawe, Irish Times




 





‘Wonderful … Hollis tells this tale with a sigh – but also with dry wit, deep compassion and a poet’s eye for evocative detail.’ Paul Carter, Daily Mail 




 





‘Hollis writes with great sensitivity and understanding … The enormous strength of Hollis’s study is the way in which it portrays the different influences that suddenly converged to produce a great poet.’ Mark Bostridge, Literary Review




 





‘This biography is a marvel.’ Thomas McCarthy, Irish Examiner




 





‘An evocation of a lost England that Thomas himself elegised so movingly in the nature poems that have found an enduring place in the canon of British literature.’ Jason Cowley, Financial Times




 





‘Compelling.’ Paul Dunn, The Times




 





‘[Thomas’s] discovery of his own considerable talent and place in the world – as that world was in the process of falling apart – is almost unbearably poignant … Wonderful.’ Wayne Gooderham, Time Out




 





‘Now All Roads Lead to France tells a story so delicate, tragic and inevitable, and which contains examples of such searingly perfect poetry, that all I can say is that this is a beautiful book. Read it.’ Robert Giddings, Tribune




 





‘Compelling … Among the most fascinating aspects of Hollis’s book is showing how Thomas transformed the contents of his past notebooks into powerful and haunting verse.’ Hugh Cecil, Spectator




 





‘Hollis, a poet himself, is at his best in examining this extraordinary creative friendship with Frost … Riveting.’ James Fergusson, Country Life 
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and I rose up, and knew that I was tired, and continued my journey


EDWARD THOMAS, Light and Twilight
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Edward Thomas spent the day before he died under particularly heavy bombardment. The shell that fell two yards from where he stood should have killed him, but instead it was a rare dud. Back at billet, the men teased him on his lucky escape; someone remarked that a fellow with Thomas’s luck should be safe wherever he went. The next morning was the first of the Arras offensive. Easter Monday dawned cold and wintry. The infantry in the trenches fixed their bayonets and tightened their grip around their rifles; behind them, the artillery made their final preparations to the loading and the fusing of the shells. Thomas had started late to the Observation Post; he had not rung through his arrival when the bombardment began. The Allied assault was so immense that some Germans were captured half-dressed; others did not have time to put on their boots and fled barefoot through the mud and snow. British troops sang and danced in what only a few hours before had been no-man’s-land. Edward Thomas left the dugout behind his post and leaned into the opening to take a moment to fill his pipe. A shell passed so close to him that the blast of air stopped his heart. He fell without a mark on his body.
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There has been opened at 35, Devonshire-street, Theobalds-road, a ‘Poetry Bookshop’, where you can see any and every volume of modern poetry. It will be an impressive and, perhaps, an instructive sight.


EDWARD THOMAS, Daily Chronicle, 14 January 1913





At the cramped premises off Theobald’s Road in Bloomsbury, Harold Monro was preparing for the opening of his new bookshop. Before the turn of the year, Monro had announced that on 1 January 1913 he would open a poetry bookshop ‘in the heart of London, five minutes’ walk from the British Museum’. It would be devoted to the sale of verse in all its forms – books, pamphlets, rhyme sheets and magazines – and would be both a venue for poetry readings and the base for an intrepid publishing programme. ‘Let us hope that we shall succeed in reviving, at least, the best traits and qualities of so estimable an institution as the pleasant and intimate bookshop of the past.’ To Monro that revival meant something particular: wooden settles, a coal fire, unvarnished oak bookcases, a selection of literary reviews lain out on the shop table and, completing the scene, Monro’s cat Pinknose curled up beside the hearth.1


The premises stood on a poorly lit, narrow street between the faded charm of the eighteenth-century Queen Square and the din of the tramways thundering up Theobald’s Road. The shop occupied a small ground-floor room, twelve feet across and lit from the street by a fine five-panelled window; in the back was an office from where Monro ran his publishing empire. Upstairs was a dignified drawing room where the twice-weekly poetry readings were initially held, and two floors of bedrooms lay above, available to guests at a price of ‘a sonnet and a shilling’ – or three and sixpence a week in hard cash. Much of the surrounding area had been slum-cleared at the turn of the century when Kingsway was carved through from Bloomsbury Square to the Strand, but not Devonshire Street, which survived in squalor, cluttered by dustbins and vaulting cats. Public houses pinned the street at either end, while along its modest 150 yards traded two undertakers and, by report, a brothel. Many of the buildings were served by a single outside tap, and it was not unknown for passers-by to be hit with fish bones and other scraps cast out from an upstairs window, or chased down the street by boys with catapults. This was the setting for the Poetry Bookshop, in the heart of what one visitor called a ‘murderous slum’.2


On 8 January 1913, a week later than planned, the Bookshop officially opened its doors. Poets, journalists, critics, readers, patrons: they came in their dozens, until barely a foot of standing room was left unclaimed. That afternoon and the one that followed, three hundred people crammed into the little shop, filling the staircase and the first-floor drawing room; for the capital’s poets it was an occasion not to be missed. Wilfrid Gibson, the most popular young poet of the decade, was already resident in the attic rooms and had only to walk downstairs, while the wooden-legged, self-declared ‘super-tramp’, W. H. Davies, had hobbled in all the way from Kent. Lascelles (‘he said it like tassels’) Abercrombie had been invited to open the proceedings, but speculated that to ask a man of his years might seem tactless to the elders (he was about to turn thirty-two); W. B. Yeats diplomatically suggested that perhaps the honour should not befall a poet of any description. But Monro was adamant, and turned to the fifty-year-old Henry Newbolt, then Chair of Poetry at the Royal Society of Literature, to perform the ceremony. At Newbolt’s side was Edward Marsh, Secretary to the First Lord of the Admiralty Winston Churchill and editor of an anthology launched that day that would become one of the best-selling poetry series of the century. Among its contributors was the twenty-five-year-old Rupert Brooke, who was in Cornwall that afternoon recovering from the strain of his fraught personal life but who would give a reading at the Bookshop before the month was out. F. S. Flint, a dynamic young civil servant and poet who spoke nine languages, took a place on the busy staircase and told the stranger beside him that he could tell by his shoes that he was an American. The shoes belonged to Robert Frost, newly arrived in London, who confessed that he should not have been there at all:




One dark morning, early in the New Year, or maybe it was late in December, I found myself passing before the window of a shop where a clerk was arranging volumes of current poetry. A notice announced the opening, that night, of Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop. I went in and asked if I might return for the evening. The assistant told me the guests were ‘Invited’. But I might try.3





Frost, aged thirty-eight, was a literary unknown without a book to his name and he had come to England to see that changed. Through the Poetry Bookshop he would make an introduction with another American who had achieved the very thing that Frost desired. Ezra Pound was a precocious young poet and editor who, at twenty-seven, had published four collections of his own; he would become closely involved in Frost’s drive to publication and would make many appearances in the Bookshop himself. In the time ahead, almost every poet worth their salt would become part of the story of the Poetry Bookshop. T. S. Eliot would be a caller, Wilfred Owen a tenant in the attic rooms. Robert Graves, Charlotte Mew, Frances Cornford, Richard Aldington and Eleanor Farjeon would have books published under the shop’s imprint. Others saw print through the shop’s journal, Poetry and Drama: Thomas Hardy, D. H. Lawrence, Robert Bridges, Rabindranath Tagore, Amy Lowell, F. T. Marinetti and Walter de la Mare among them. Others again gave public readings: Yeats recited to a sell-out audience, Wilfrid Gibson performed in a droning monotone; W. H. Davies suffered nerves (cured when he was encouraged to think of the whisky afterwards), Sturge Moore forgot his lines; Ford Madox Hueffer read hurriedly, Rupert Brooke inaudibly, and Ralph Hodgson, who could not tolerate so much as a mention of his own work, simply refused to read at all, while simply no one could silence the actorly John Drinkwater.


The Poetry Bookshop would withstand all weathers: poor sales, infighting, alcoholism, a world war, competition, relocation, expansion and contraction, even romance between the poets and employees. ‘All the poets have joined together to hire a big house near the British Museum,’ reported the visiting sculptor Gaudier-Brzeska, ‘where they live and work, and have underneath it a shop where they sell poetry by the pound.’ For the next two decades, the Bookshop would be exactly what Rupert Brooke pronounced it to be when it opened that January in 1913: the centre of the New Poetry.4




*





In 1913, a new direction in poetry was desperately needed. The heyday of Victorian poetry was long over. Matthew Arnold had died in 1888, Robert Browning a year later, and the Laureate Alfred, Lord Tennyson had followed three years after that; the brother and sister Rossettis either side of this eminent trio. Swinburne and Meredith lived on but their best work was behind them, while the curtain had fallen on the risqué fin-de-siècle and their leading lights: Aubrey Beardsley, Oscar Wilde and Ernest Dowson had all died as the century turned. The Edwardian decade that followed had left behind a strandline of conservative imperialist verse: Henry Newbolt likening the Englishman at war to a public school-boy at cricket (‘Play up! Play up! And play the game!’), while Rudyard Kipling wrote of the Empire’s inheritance as ‘the white man’s burden’. It was ‘tub-thumping stuff’, Siegfried Sassoon told Rupert Brooke, offensive to some, plain silly to others. But the poet who most typified the inadequacy of the age was the laureate Alfred Austin, a poet considered so terrible that he was better loved for the parodies of his verse rather than anything he wrote. In a hasty ode to the botched 1896 Jameson Raid in the Transvaal (a raid so shambolic that instead of cutting the telegraph wires to mask their position Jameson’s company cut a wire fence by mistake), Austin attempted to honour his subject with a dignity reminiscent of Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, but instead he managed only this:






So we forded and galloped forward


   As hard as our beasts could pelt,


First eastward, then trending nor’ward,


   Right over the rolling veldt,








Bad as they were, these verses might have been quietly forgotten had it not been for an unkind satirist who parodied them yet more succinctly – ‘They went across the veldt, | As hard as they could pelt’ – a couplet that stuck in the public’s craw, forever attributed to Austin, though he never actually wrote it. The mockery of the laureate might have been vindictive (it would worsen), but it was not without purpose; as Ezra Pound put it, ‘Parody is, I suppose, the best criticism – it sifts the durable from the apparent.’ The treatment doled out to Austin characterised a wider discrediting of Edwardian literature, and when Henry James said of H. G. Wells that he had ‘so much talent with so little art’ he said as much about Edwardian fiction in general as he did about Wells himself. Expectations were high for a promising new generation of novelists. Katherine Mansfield had recently published her debut In a German Pension, while Virginia Woolf was finishing hers (The Voyage Out) and James Joyce was preparing Dubliners. D. H. Lawrence, whose Sons and Lovers would publish that year, said much about the moment when he likened it to an awakening from a night of oppressive dreams:




And now our lungs are full of new air, and our eyes see it is morning, but we have not forgotten the terror of the night. We dreamed we were falling through space into nothingness, and the anguish of it leaves us rather eager. But we are awake again, our lungs are full of new air, our eyes of morning.5





These were unsettling times in England. The cost of living was soaring, and trade union membership had rocketed in recent years; the political left anticipated strikes, even riots as the Liberal government and the conservative courts undermined the legal standing and protection of the unions. Suffragettes were taking up direct action, breaking shop windows, starting letterbox fires, defacing public artworks, chaining themselves to railings; some went on hunger strike in prison and were subjected to brutal force-feeding. Women did not have the vote, nor did men who were without property. Irish Home Rule dominated debate at Westminster: the predominantly Catholic South urgently wanted to see it implemented, while the mainly Protestant North just as vehemently wished to block any measure of independence. Civil war loomed across the water, the British army feared mutiny, while the unofficial and rival armies of the Irish Volunteers and the Ulster Volunteer Force were now drilling and gun running. The agricultural labour force was demoralised and impoverished, and England’s ‘green and pleasant lands’ were rarely seen by the industrial classes locked into long and dangerous hours in the factories; the venerated ‘all red line’ of telegraph cables that linked Britain’s Empire across the globe seemed a profitable market only for the rich. So did the telephone, the aeroplane, the radio, the motor car, the electric light bulb, the high-speed train, the cinema and other recent developments. The United States and the newly unified Germany had overtaken Britain as industrial powers. These were difficult days for Britain, uncertain hours for a fading empire, watching nervously the growing danger of Germany’s own imperial aims.




*





At the end of the Edwardian era, literary attitudes were also in revolt. According to the Times Literary Supplement, ‘public taste decreed that you should attend Fabian summer schools with vegetarians and suffragettes, and sit at the feet of Nietzsche, Ibsen, and Mr Bernard Shaw’. True enough, many of the poets who emerged from university at the turn of the century did so with leanings that were Fabian, Socialist or Liberal; but more importantly, they were writing in new ways, downplaying Victorian rhetoric and laying claim to anything, however ‘unpoetic’, that might lend their work realism. By 1911 that search for realism had introduced a coarseness which resonated with public taste but not with the gatekeepers of English literature. When Rupert Brooke published Poems that year (the only collection that appeared in his lifetime), its graphic treatment of a seasick, lovesick ‘Channel Passage’ included the lines, ‘Retchings twist and tie me, | Old meat, good meals, brown gobbets, up I throw’, which were generally considered vulgar, below decency or, at best, what the Times Literary Supplement described as ‘swagger and brutality’. But it was John Masefield’s poem The Everlasting Mercy, published first in the English Review in 1911, that had the greatest effect of all. The 1,700-line poem recounted the exploits of a bawdy, boozy village poacher; a braggart who boasts, ‘I drunk, I fought, I poached, I whored, | I did despite unto the Lord’, and who is confronted setting a trap:






Now when he sees me set my snare,


He tells me ‘Get to hell from there.


This field is mine,’ he says, ‘by right;


If you poach here, there’ll be a fight.


Out now,’ he says, ‘and leave your wire;


It’s mine.’


         ‘It ain’t.’


                  ‘You put.’


                           ‘You liar.’


‘You closhy put.’


                  ‘You bloody liar.’6








Modest as it might seem by today’s standards, this was far from polite Edwardian fare and the poem thrilled the new audiences; as Edmund Blunden later reflected, it ‘energised poetry and the reading of it, no matter what extremes of feeling it then aroused or now fails to arouse’. Gutsy, galloping, vernacular, here was verse story-telling that readers hungered for – as Harold Monro put it, ‘that the general public could appreciate without straining its intelligence’.7


If Masefield and Brooke were the figureheads of this poetic revival, they were not yet the poets’ poets. That distinction fell to two men: Thomas Hardy and W. B. Yeats. But they were an older generation and of secure reputation with a dozen volumes of verse between them, whose passions were seen by some to lie elsewhere. Hardy was by then in his seventies, and it was his novels that the public seemed likely to remember. Irishman William Butler Yeats was still in his forties, but his work with the Abbey Theatre was considered by many in the poetry world as a waste of his considerable talents, while his aloof manner by common agreement made him unapproachable. Neither man seemed likely to direct a revolution in verse; that challenge would fall to a younger division of writers, ‘the two newest and most forward movements in English poetry’, said Harold Monro: the Georgians and the Imagists.8




*





In the summer of 1911, with George V newly enthroned, Harold Monro addressed his friend Arthur Sabin over lunch with uncharacteristic excitement. ‘We are living in a new Georgian era – and, by Jove, Arthur, we are the new Georgian poets’. Within eighteen months, he would publish a book from his Devonshire Street headquarters that captured the new mood exactly; but the idea for it would not come from him.9


Rupert Brooke was a frequent guest at Edward Marsh’s apartments in Gray’s Inn, London, and one night in September 1912 he and Marsh sat up late, discussing how best to shake the public of their ignorance of contemporary poetry. There and then, they counted a dozen poets worth publishing, and put the idea of an anthology to Monro. Five hundred copies were printed: half received on 16 December 1912, the remainder on Christmas Eve; all were sold by Christmas Day. A reprint was hurried through, then another and another. By the end of its first year, the book was in its ninth printing and was on its way to 15,000 sales. The name of this remarkable anthology was Georgian Poetry.


At its simplest, the Georgian Poets were those who appeared in the five volumes that Edward Marsh would edit over the next decade; but these writers were brethren by more than publication alone. The Georgians looked to the local, the commonplace and the day-to-day, mistrusting grandiosity, philosophical enquiry or spiritual cant. Many held an attachment to the traditions of English Romantic verse; they looked to Wordsworth in their connection to the land rather than to John Donne and the Metaphysical pursuit of the soul. The style was innocent, intimate and direct; lyric in form, rhythmic in drive, it dovetailed short sketches of the natural world with longer meditations on the condition of the human heart. It was not a poetry of public politics and represented no particular ideology or constituency, but attempted instead to convey rapture in the modest miracles of life: in a daffodil, a bird’s song or the breeze that stroked the branches of an oak tree. It employed whimsy in place of calculation, charm rather than conviction, and attempted the lightness of a pianist playing with one hand; its subject matter would be as everyday as a country lane or a village fence post.


To its critics, this was an approach that could only equate to ‘minor’ verse and ‘littleness’, and some thought them in love with littleness; Richard Aldington: ‘They took a little trip for a weekend to a little cottage where they wrote a little poem on a little scheme’; Robert Graves: ‘Georgianism became principally concerned with Nature and love and leisure and old age and childhood and animals and sleep and other uncontroversial subjects.’ Sentiment came easily to the Georgian poets, rigour less so. Their rhythm could be flip, their diction vague, their imagery imprecise. ‘Unless a man write with his whole nature concentrated upon his subject he is unlikely to take hold of another man,’ wrote Edward Thomas in a book published in 1913; and the Georgians did not concentrate nearly hard enough. The desire for realism lost intensity, becoming homely, hearthside and lazily affectionate. What in the mouth of John Masefield or Rupert Brooke had in 1911 seemed like the gritty tang of a rough cider became instead the comfort of a hot drink at bedtime; T. S. Eliot: ‘The Georgians caress everything that they touch.’ More likely than not, the Georgian poem about a songbird or a wild animal would embalm the little creature that it had intended to ‘free’ in the imagination of the reader; worse still, what it captured was rarely some essence of the animal but more frequently the poet’s dubious decoration. But still they ventured, using their notebooks as butterfly nets to capture and take home their subjects for examination. ‘We go to it as would-be poets or as solitaries, vagabonds, lovers,’ wrote Edward Thomas temporarily adopting a Georgian guise, ‘to escape foul air, noise, hard hats, black uniforms, multitudes, confusion, incompleteness, elaborate means without clear ends – to escape ourselves.’10




*





‘We are at the beginning of another “Georgian period”,’ wrote Edward Marsh proudly in 1912, ‘which may take rank in due time with the several great poetic ages of the past.’ Humbug, thought Ezra Pound, who was busily ensuring that the Georgians were not going to have the new dawn entirely to themselves. Under his direction there would be an alternative to these country verses that was more angular, more radical, more revolutionary: Imagism.11


It was in a tea shop in Kensington in 1912 that Pound first informed Richard Aldington and Hilda Doolittle that they were ‘Imagists’, which entailed agreement upon three principles: 




1 Direct treatment of the ‘thing’, whether subjective or objective.


2 To use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation.


3 As regarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in sequence of a metronome.





Direct treatment, a pared language, a relatively free verse: these were sharp distinctions from the gentle Georgians. No sing-song rhythms or cloying subject matter, no abstractions, no ornament, no superfluous word; this was language stripped down to the bone, harder and saner, ‘austere, direct, free from emotional slither.’ Pound’s two-line ‘In a Station of the Metro’ from 1913:






The apparition of these faces in the crowd :


Petals on a wet, black bough.12








Modern, forward-facing, trim, these were poems for their age, influenced by French Symbolism and pictorial Cubism, in which a single, carefully chosen image could do more, it was proposed, than any detailed description that the Georgians might concoct. If the Georgians were to be regional in their outlook, Imagists would be citizens of the world, Aldington explained, and they chose their meeting place accordingly, gathering in a restaurant called The Eiffel Tower in London’s Soho under the watchful direction of a young Cambridge graduate, T. E. Hulme, and the fiery, Idaho-born Ezra Pound. A roving talent scout, Pound sent off the work of Aldington, Doolittle (whom he rechristened ‘H.D.’) and others to Harriet Monroe (no connection to Harold Monro) for her Chicago-based magazine Poetry, and he would counter Georgian Poetry with the most declamatory anthology of its kind for the Poetry Bookshop in 1914, Des Imagistes.


It seems unthinkable that Ezra Pound could ever have cast in his lot with the rustic Georgians, but it almost happened. In 1912 Edward Marsh wrote to Pound to ask if he could include two of his pieces in the first Georgian Poetry, but Pound declined. He declined not out of an aversion to Georgianism: he withheld one poem because he felt it did not represent any modern trend and the other because it was due out imminently in a book of his own. Was there anything among his earlier works that Marsh might take, asked Pound. There was not, but they agreed to have the question revisited if the anthology went into a second volume. By the time it came to assembling the next edition a feud had opened between the bitterly opposed camps of Georgians and Imagists.




*





These were intoxicating days in the capital. London was, wrote Ford Madox Hueffer, ‘unrivalled in its powers of assimilation – the great, easy-going, tolerant, lovable, old dressing-gown of a place that it was then, but was never more to be’. For poets, the Bookshop on Devonshire Street would be at the centre of operations, and on its opening on 8 January 1913 many of the era’s shaping forces were making their introductions. Robert Frost may not have been invited but he had found his way to the right place at the right time. ‘I was only too childishly happy in being allowed … for a moment in a company in which I hadn’t to be ashamed of having written verse,’ he recalled. But there was someone else in the Poetry Bookshop that day who was not known to the American. This person would open more doors for him than F. S. Flint, be a more influential critic than Ezra Pound and be a better friend than Wilfrid Gibson; he would influence the reputation of almost every writer present and would become, in Frost’s words, ‘the only brother I ever had’.13


Though they did not meet that day, also in the room was Edward Thomas.
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Edward Thomas had travelled to the Poetry Bookshop from his parents’ home in Balham, London. He had spent the past two months living in East Grinstead, West Sussex, completing the only novel he would finish. But Sussex was not his family home: that lay fifty miles to the west at Steep in Hampshire, and he had come away to escape it. His spirits were desperately low. Thirty-four years of age, a married father of three, Thomas was, in his mind, little more than a literary hack, writing all the hours that he could manage to bring home a modest income. The relentless, ungratifying work left him exhausted and bitter, while the din of family life served only to worsen his mood. In poor spirits he treated his family cruelly, scolding the children and reprimanding his wife, and the more he did so, the worse his spirits became. The only way he knew to break the cycle was to leave; sometimes his absences lasted days, at other times he would be gone for months. At these moments, even to drag himself home for a weekend was more than he could manage, and though the children missed him and his wife yearned, he convinced himself that they could only be happy without him. Away from his family he could begin to lift himself again and carry on.


However turbulent his home life, Thomas’s literary work could not afford to skip a beat. In weekly visits to London he would petition editors for commissions and take the opportunity to catch up with friends, among them Harold Monro, who had been a guest at the family home that autumn when Thomas had teased that although Monro sold poets he was really no better than a poet himself. Thomas rarely spoke or wrote in a style that brought his audience to outright laughter, but he had a subtle wit that was so dry it could be mistaken for waspishness. He could sting, certainly, and was frequently stung, but only rarely would he allow a poison to creep into his comments, and even then only out of desperation. He was rarely motivated by jealousy or egotism, he lacked vanity and was spared the arrogance of some of his peers, so when Thomas told Monro that he would attend the opening of his bookshop on the condition that he was guaranteed protection against assault by any of the poets, Monro knew precisely how to take the remark. The guarantee was sought only partly in jest, for Thomas was a professional reviewer of verse and his brilliant, uncompromising articles were the making of many young reputations and the breaking of others; as a letter in The Times put it, ‘He was the man with the keys to the Paradise of English Poetry’, and those he damned could be unforgiving. A fortnight after he died in 1917, de la Mare wrote:




Edward Thomas must have been a critic of rhymes in his nursery. How much generous help and encouragement many living poets owe to his counsel only themselves could say. To his candour, too. For the true cause, he believed, is better served by an uncompromising ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’ than by an amiable ‘All are welcome’.





Trespassers came in many forms – the pompous, the incompetent, the insincere, the unskilled, the tone-deaf – and those he suspected of inadequacy he pursued without mercy. Thomas despised the substandard wherever he encountered it: in the anointed, in his peers, but most especially he despised it in himself. For when he was not sharpening his mind on the reviewing he did for a living, he was blunting it again through the commissions that were beneath his talents: endless and often aimless prose measured out by the page to fulfil his contractual obligations. The homes of the writers, lepidoptery, superstitions, civic guides, topography, lumbering biographies, histories of castles: these were just some of the efforts that he put his name to, work that left him empty and exhausted, and bitter at the abuse of his powers.14


By 1913 Edward Thomas had published twenty prose books under his own name and had edited or introduced a dozen more. Over seventy of his articles had been printed in periodicals and well in excess of 1,500 signed book reviews while many more were published anonymously. In 1912–13 he had published three biographies, a gathering of Norse tales and almost fifty signed reviews of works ranging from Chaucer to his contemporaries. He was working on a travel book tracing the Icknield Way, a country tale told by a townsman, an autobiographical novel and several smaller pieces for the literary journals. For all this, Thomas might expect to earn up to £250 a year, a salary a little over that of a schoolmaster’s. Financially, he was comfortable enough to feed a family of five in a rented cottage; sometimes there was a little left over to hire some help about the home, at other times he took in paying guests to subsidise the household income. But he always honoured his promises, whether or not he was paid for keeping them.15


Thomas left the opening of the Poetry Bookshop that evening to meet Mervyn, his twelve-year-old son, at Victoria station and catch the seven o’clock train back to his parents’ house in Balham. Bronwen, his ten-year-old daughter, waited for him there, but his youngest, Myfanwy, aged just two and a half, was carrying a cold and a boil and remained at East Grinstead, where the family had joined Edward for Christmas, cared for by Helen, the woman he had married thirteen years ago, who loved him with a passion that he could no longer return.




*





By all accounts Edward Thomas was a striking man who turned heads wherever he went. At six foot he was tall for the times, slim, loose-limbed and vigorous. He had thick, rather long fair hair, lightened by his time spent outdoors, a narrow face with strong cheekbones, rounding at a firm chin, and steady grey-blue eyes so sharp that he once observed the difference in the two eyes of a dog from a moving bus. His expression was grave and detached, but his smile, when it came, could be coy, whimsical or proud. He rarely laughed. A short clay pipe was never far from his lips or the palm of his left hand. He spoke in a clear baritone, though often he kept his own counsel, and preferred the company of an individual to a group. He had a countryman’s stride, and never put his long legs under a table but always sat square on. He dressed in a suit of tawny tweed, which was old, sunned and slightly loose, and which, he liked to say, smelt of dog whenever ever it was damp. His jacket pockets were impossibly deep, and from these he would pull maps, apples and clay pipes in a procession as apparently endless as the scarves from a magician’s hand. It was said that the melancholy that was stamped upon him seemed only to make his beauty more apparent.16




*





Thomas had been plagued by depression from before his university days at Oxford. There, he fought to shake it out of himself: he tried drink and opium, took up rowing and rowdiness, but could not hold the bleak moods back. When the dark thoughts overran him, he told himself that he valued life too much to take it away, or that he was too sedentary to go through with ending it; but in recent years he had become harder to console. In advertising his sorrows, as he put it, he had punished his family, decimated his friends and broken down his self-respect. ‘Things have been very wrong,’ he told his old friend Jesse Berridge in February 1913. ‘My health is now definitely bad – not mere depression – and I don’t know how it will develop.’17


Towards his wife Helen he was cruel at these times. Hard silences, harsh words, quiet fury, despair. She learned not to pursue him into his agony but to leave him be, and continue with her daily chores. She would chatter across the silences until she ran out of chatter or he of patience, and either the silence resumed or it would be broken by his angry departure from the house. She became expert at identifying his mood from his demeanour returning home: his hundred-yard stare, his pale and haggard expression, his hunch at the shoulders, his lips tightly shut as if to hold in an unkind word. Often he worked or walked late in the evening and if she waited up with his supper he would rage at her for doing so. He hated her fussing and her pretence that all was well, but the loathing he felt toward his own cowardice was stronger. Unable to do what he believed he should and put an end to his suffering, he was left to berate himself bitterly: ‘I’m the man who always comes home to his supper.’ Mealtimes could pass in silence: the children too frightened to talk, Thomas grief-stricken by his effect upon them. He would provoke them and they would cry and he would depart again, leaving Helen afraid that he might not return, and afraid of his mood when he did.18


Some years before, at Berryfield Cottage in Steep, Thomas had written this:




I sat thinking about ways of killing myself. My revolver has only one bullet left. I couldn’t hang myself: and though I imagined myself cutting my throat with a razor on Wheatham I had not the energy to go. Then I went out and thought what effects my suicide would have. I don’t think I mind them. My acquaintances – I no longer have friends – would talk a day or two (when they met) and try to explain and of course see suggestions in the past. W. H. Davies would suffer a little; Helen and the children – less in reality than they do now, from my accursed tempers and moodiness. It is dislike of the effort to kill myself and fear that I could not carry it through if I half did it that keeps me alive. Only that. For I hate my work, my reviewing: my best I feel is negligible: I have no vitality, no originality, no love. I do harm. Love is dead and lust almost dead.19





In the winter of 1908 he made an attempt on his life that he documented in a short story, which, layered against Helen’s account, his diary and his notes, forms a picture of events on that November day. He had turned on Bronwen because she dared disturb his melancholy; and now she was wailing, and her cries struck him to the core; he could stand it no longer. He went to the drawer where he kept an old revolver, the barrel of which was brown with rust and whose chambers had become so stiff that they would not turn without the encouragement of both hands. Time was when he had thought of throwing the gun away; but now he was grateful for it and the one remaining ball cartridge which would still, he fancied, force its way along the rusty barrel. He turned toward the front door. His wife had watched him at the drawer; she knew what he kept there. Desperate to distract him, she pleaded that he might take his daughter along; but he rebuked them both. He felt sure of what he was to do: he said he felt ‘called to death’. He crossed the wheat fields in front of the house and began to climb Shoulder of Mutton Hill. Hurriedly, Helen gathered the children and led them away from the cottage down to the stream so that they could paddle and push their boats on the water without needing her attentions; she was out of her mind with worry. From the hill he stared at the house, hoping perhaps to see his daughter run into the garden and compel him to go back. He gazed down upon the elder hedgerow that flanked the house, and then lifted his eyes to the Downs and the hazy sun, searching to find a reason to turn around. Nothing responded to him and he responded to nothing. He wished for a place to hide, away from family and self-disgust, somewhere far off enough that the sound of a gunshot would not travel home, and finally he found it, surrounded by beech trees, cut off from the path and flanked by the hill. He pushed the cartridge home and turned the chamber into place, and took a final glance across the woods. Someone was walking in the hills above him, calling a name that he could not determine. He felt a sudden sense of shame, and raised the gun quickly to his chest. His finger fluttered on the trigger; too lightly to fire. He closed his eyes and imagined that he had succeeded, imagined his discovery by the walker, who would marvel at the calm confidence of the act. He opened his eyes. He was shaking with cold. He turned for home. Neither husband nor wife would speak of the episode, though both would write of it. ‘Shall I make the tea?’ said Helen as he took off his boots. ‘Please,’ is what he said.20


‘How nice it would be to be dead if only we could know we were dead,’ he had written to Gordon Bottomley in the weeks before the attempt. ‘That is what I hate, the not being able to turn around in the grave & say It is over.’21




*





Helen Noble first laid eyes on Edward Thomas in the summer of 1894 when the sixteen-year-old youth began calling on her father at their home near Wandsworth Common. James Ashcroft Noble mentored Thomas and helped in finding him a publisher for the book he published at the age of eighteen, The Woodland Life. Thomas was by then already a precocious essayist, but was still impressionable enough to be guided by Mr Noble in his discovery of Keats and Shelley. But Mrs Noble took less kindly to Thomas’s appearances at their Wandsworth home and less kindly still to her husband’s attempts to encourage a friendship with their daughter. Not that the bohemian Helen needed any encouragement in the company of the athletic, handsome young man who climbed high into elm trees to steal her a heron’s egg and who sent her a chaffinch’s nest prised from an apple tree because she said she had never before seen one. A year older than Edward, Helen was a confident, even forward girl who took it upon herself to call on the Thomas household while Edward was out in order to introduce herself to his parents. The move incensed Helen’s mother, who felt that her daughter’s behaviour was wholly unbecoming, and when Mr Noble died in 1896 she forbade Helen any sight of Edward. In the bitter fights that followed, Helen left home for a post as a nursery governess in Broadstairs, Kent, where she looked after a young girl called Hope Webb and from where she wrote long, affectionate letters to Edward. By the time he went up to Lincoln College, Oxford, in the autumn of 1897 they had become lovers. Helen was still a governess but now in London, and it was here that the young couple would meet for walks on Wandsworth Common or to browse the salacious paperbacks on the booksellers’ row at Holywell Street.22


When Helen fell pregnant while Edward was an undergraduate their relationship underwent a sea-change. It became one of temperance, described by Thomas as a happiness ‘so mild and cool’ that it resembled a ‘saintliness’. They married secretly at Fulham Register Office on 19 June 1899 and kept their union from their parents. Mrs Noble’s discovery of their secret brought about the final estrangement in the turbulent relationship between mother and daughter, though Helen was at least now welcomed in the household of Mr and Mrs Thomas and allowed to move in there while Edward completed his degree.23


Philip Mervyn Thomas was born while Edward was still at university. The prospect of having to earn a living for his new family put a strain on the young man which he would never fully overcome. Distracted and depressed, Edward missed out on the First in History for which he was headed, thereby ruling out the academic career that he had seen as the answer to his financial plight. He desired a literary life for himself but feared the poverty it would inflict upon his family. His father pushed him towards what he saw as a more reputable career in the civil service; but Edward instead began a series of speculative calls upon London’s literary editors, among them Henry Nevinson of the Daily Chronicle, who remembered their unlikely interview.




He was tall, absurdly thin, and a face of attractive distinction and ultra refinement was sicklied over with nervous melancholy and the ill condition of bad food or hunger. Almost too shy to speak, he sat down proudly and asked if I could give him work. I enquired what work he could do and he said ‘None’ … I asked whether he would like some reviewing on any subject, and on what. He replied that he knew nothing of any subject, and was quite sure he could not write, but certainly he did want work of some sort.24





From the Chronicle and the other papers for which he toiled he earned a meagre £52 in the twelve months after leaving Oxford University; he doubled that income the following year, but it was not nearly enough: he owed Lincoln College £60, and was summoned before the Oxford County Courts.


Helen and Edward’s first home together in Earlsfield’s Atheldene Road was a squalid south London terrace; it lasted them only four months. Then came rooms off Nightingale Lane in Balham for 11s. a week; they endured those for just eight months. Teaching posts promising £120 a year came and went but Thomas did not apply for a single one of them. The fights with his father worsened, and Edward forbade him to make job enquiries at Whitehall on his behalf even though the young couple were living hand to mouth. The penury, the squalor, the sleepless nights around the baby became too much to bear. Edward turned against city living. Day after day he took a bicycle or a train out of the capital to look for a country home. From one such journey he returned to tell Helen that he had found them a functional red-brick cottage a mile from Bearsted in Kent, not a pretty house and not cheap, but at least not London. From Kent, Edward earned what he could from his pen: calling on or corresponding with the London editors as he would do throughout his life, at times begging his way into work. His total savings in 1902 were 1s. 8½d., about enough to rent his cottage for a day. He suffered long fits of melancholy, and took extended walks in an attempt to keep his mood away from the cottage. But he could not save Helen from his anger. One morning she returned from the post office to report that no letters offering work had arrived for him that day. ‘Why tell me what is written on your pale wretched face?’ he lashed out at her. ‘I am cursed, and you are cursed because of me. I hate the tears I see you’ve been crying. Your sympathy and your love are both hateful to me. Hate me, but for God’s sake don’t stand there, pale and suffering. Leave me, I tell you; get out and leave me.’ For the only time in their life together, the unsinkable Helen lost her ability to cope. Pregnant for a second time, she wrote distressingly to her best friend, Janet Hooton, ‘This alone is terrible as no one wants the wee thing; no one looks forward to its coming, and I least of anyone.’




You ask why we don’t want it? Because we are very poor; because it means more anxiety for Edward and more work for him. Home will become unendurable to him. Even now poverty, anxiety, physical weakness, disappointments and discouragements are making him bitter, hard and impatient, quick to violent anger, and subject to long fits of depression … He is selling some of his dearest books to pay for baby clothes and doctors, etc. and as he packs them up I know how he is rebelling at fate, how hard life seems to him, how he regrets it all … He cannot love, Janet, he cannot respond to my love. How can he when all is so dark, and I, I have deprived him of it all, the joys of life and love and success. If he would only begin life again without me my heart would rejoice. I should be very happy, for his happiness is all I care for … I have prayed that I and my babe may die, but we shall not, tho this would free Edward.25





Helen’s sister Irene could not bear to see her sibling in such despair, and for the only time in his life, Edward found himself openly challenged about his matrimonial behaviour. ‘My spirit burned within me,’ Irene recorded, ‘and I felt I must say what was in my heart. I shall never forget how he took it, – admitting everything, extenuating nothing. His humility melted me, and I felt drawn to him in a way I had never before.’ Edward’s callous behaviour had once again slipped retribution.26


It was the commission of a book on Oxford that rescued them both; that, and a legacy that had come to Helen. The contract from A. & C. Black came with a £100 advance, £20 on signature: it was Thomas’s first commission and it was a lifeline. Rachel Mary Bronwen was born in 1902, and the family, now four strong, moved closer into Bearsted village itself, to a half-timbered tall and narrow house on the village green. For a while the new setting and the new work helped to lift the family’s spirits. Thomas even participated in village life. He learned to improve his woodworking skills from the neighbouring wheelwright, who taught him how to make a simple spade handle out of ash and the different uses to which a plane could be put. Thomas would in time take what he was learning to carve the furniture around which they would live. But he was also stealing yet more time away from domestic company he found harder and harder to abide. ‘No one knows how difficult I find it to live with Helen,’ he wrote in his diary in 1903, ‘though I admire her, like her, perhaps love her.’ Helen consoled herself that through a longer struggle they would win out. ‘Deep in my heart I knew that he depended on me, and would need me when his horrible suffering was over.’ She loved him as a wife and with ‘the pride of a mother’, and bided her time, and devoted herself to her children.27


At eighteen months, young Bronwen developed pneumonia and almost died; the house on the green was deemed insanitary and brought a move to a farmhouse in the Weald of Kent, a few miles south of Sevenoaks. Elses Farm was surrounded by oast houses, hayricks, stables and an orchard; nightingales flocked in the hedgerows. For the first time, Thomas came to watch the year’s seasons in completion: to watch the team of horses turning the plough before seeding, or the raking of the bush harrows or the reaping of the crops. He rented a study-cottage a mile or more from the farm, and wore a footpath through the copse trekking back and forth; other times he took off for London. With two children to attend to on her own, his absences confined Helen to an isolated life, indoors away from the friends she had made in Bearsted. Once more she found herself writing long, aching letters after him; his replies were sometimes warm, sometimes brusque, but mostly businesslike in their call on her to cash cheques or send whatever items or clothing he needed.28


By 1906, earning £250 a year, the poverty that Edward and Helen had known in their early years together seemed to be behind them at last, but it had come at a price to their relationship. ‘What I really ought to do is live alone,’ he told Jesse Berridge. ‘But I can’t find the courage to do the many things necessary for taking that step. It is really the kind H. and the children who make life almost impossible.’29 Somehow they adapted to the outbursts and the absences. The wretchedness at home rose and tempered and rose again; the absences became longer. Edward was away when their third child, Helen Elizabeth Myfanwy (‘Baba’) was born, some eight years after Bronwen. By the time Edward Thomas met Robert Frost, it was clear to the American that he was all but living alone.30


The absences were crippling to Helen. She was warm and impulsive, a product of her father’s free-thinking influence, but her untidy spontaneity made her a hopeless housekeeper and a poor cook to Edward’s irritation. She felt acutely aware that she was not conventionally pretty – she wore round glasses on a round and rosy face – and was mortified by a sense that Edward’s friends must have wondered what he saw in her, a woman who was neither as brilliant nor as beautiful as he; she believed that he kept her apart from his London life as though she were someone to be ashamed of. But she took pride in her body and her physicality, and lacked the sexual prudery of the time and was indifferent to the opinion of others, outraging her closest friend by her premarital intimacy with Edward. She said she ‘hated’ the idea of the legal contract of marriage and saw herself as a semi-wild child of nature, ‘a part of the stirring earth’; she looked to Edward to teach her the nouns for it all. It was her bohemianism that allowed her to ‘manage’ his disappearances emotionally; but it was these same unconventional attitudes that left her isolated and wounded when he left.31




*





Edward Thomas’s doctors diagnosed him with neurasthenia, a term largely discredited today, but widely used then to describe any number of ill-defined conditions, including anxiety, lassitude, listlessness or a general emotional disturbance characterised by fatigue or irritability. For years his physicians prescribed one abstinence after another: from tobacco, from alcohol, a sugarfree diet. They tried brown bread and vegetarianism, even a prescription of fifteen minutes’ daily exercise with dumb-bells for a man who would think nothing of walking twenty miles a day. But instead of helping in his recovery, Thomas felt that these doctors were merely ‘unmaking’ him. ‘I have somehow lost my balance,’ he confessed to a friend in 1911, ‘and can never recover it by diet or rule or any deliberate means, but only by some miracles from within or without.’ Exhaustion overtook him; he had written seven books that year and could no longer keep his despair at bay. Helen feared he was once again suicidal, and in desperation turned to his friends for help. But their response was not always sympathetic. W. H. Hudson, the naturalist whom Thomas admired more than any living writer, said idly: ‘I am sorry to hear that Thomas has broken down again – why will he work so incessantly and so furiously?’32


Psychology in England was in its primitive stages before the war, with psychosomatic disorders little understood. Thomas himself was not uncritical of his own condition, nor was he unappreciative of the energies that it produced within him. Aware that the depression was also a source of creativity, he had in the past been ambivalent about attempts to purge it. ‘I wonder whether for a person like myself whose most intense moments were those of depression a cure that destroys the depression may not destroy the intensity,’ he wrote in 1908, adding ‘– a desperate remedy?’ But in 1912 he had finally met an individual who could help with a subtler understanding of his suffering.33


Godwin Baynes was every bit a new man for a new century. Tall, charismatic and athletic, he had studied medicine at Trinity College, Cambridge (where he had been a ‘blue’ for the university as a swimmer and oarsman), before training at Barts and at La Salpêtrière in Paris. Baynes was a war hero before the Great War, decorated by Enver Pasha for his work to establish a hospital for Balkan refugees in 1912; he had returned to England to open a practice for the poor in Bethnal Green, where many of Baynes’s first clients were suffering from starvation and had little to offer by way of payment. The surgery attracted a constant stream of social visitors, both in and out of hours, and evening gatherings would include poetry readings or musical recitals. Baynes was at the centre of a whirl of leisured young socialites who liked nothing more than to spend their time on tennis courts, inventing parlour games or attending the theatre. His popularity would eventually exhaust him, and when it did he moved with his wife from London to Wisbech, Cambridgeshire, in the winter of 1913 in search of a quieter life. When the town council learned of his impending arrival, they met him from the train with a brass band.34


Godwin Baynes would study under Carl Jung and was a pioneer of an early form of psychoanalysis in England, and with Edward Thomas he made an experimental foray into the discipline. Their first session took place in April 1912, when Thomas spent ten days in Baynes’s company at Broughton Gifford in Wiltshire. There the men walked and talked, and Thomas reported enthusiastically, ‘The doctor is working magic with my disordered intellect.’ Helen witnessed the progress from a distance; Baynes was indeed a magician, it seemed to her, and she implored Edward to grasp the opportunity given him. Thomas would stay with Baynes in the Bethnal Green surgery for a few days at a time, talking formally on a daily basis for an ‘analytic hour’ for a payment that was likely to have been 2s. 6d. a session (about the price of a poetry book). But of equal importance was the time spent together out of surgery, when Baynes had the foresight to treat Thomas as a friend and not only as a patient.35


No medical notes survive of their sessions together, but a notebook exists that Baynes kept while studying under Jung in 1920. In it he records a dream in which Thomas appeared before him.




The delicate poet who was killed in the war. He was my friend. In my early, eager innocence I tried amateurishly to cure his Neurasthenia by suggestion. I often reproached myself for taking a fee for my childish effort for of course I did not cure him.


He was a generous, witty comrade and in his soul he was saintly. He saw deeply into the hearts and souls of men for he too had known the clutch of the erotic complex and this was the source of his neurosis.


His face was Christ-like and it is his link with Christ the Lover of Man that brings his sorrowful, pitiful soul into his eyes.36





Baynes never expanded upon his insight into Thomas’s neurosis, but possibly he alluded to a belief that since childhood Thomas had relied too deeply upon other people, notably his mother, to lift the gloom of unhappiness.


To find self-reliance, to determine his own path: these were the drives that Thomas took from his sessions with Baynes. How was he to live without paining others? Could he cast his own fortune after these lengthy years or would he continue down the same tormented path? And if he could effect a change, where should he look to in order to make it happen? Should he live without dependence upon others as the sessions with the doctor seemed to suggest, or should he hold out for the help of a rescuing hand? It was a question that was forming into the central and tumultuous struggle of his life. In 1906 Thomas had prophesied that amid his despondency an individual would one day emerge as his rescuer. ‘I feel sure that my salvation depends on a person and that person cannot be Helen because she has come to resemble me too much.’37


Early in 1913 it seemed to Thomas that the prophecy might prove true, and that the long-hoped-for saviour could be the gifted, kindly Godwin Baynes.


Such a person would indeed emerge to help Edward Thomas out of his despair that year; but he would not be a doctor.
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As the SS Parisian skirted the dark headlands of Donegal and Antrim, Robert and Elinor Frost and their four children must have wondered what this new episode in their lives would bring. They had sailed from Boston nine days before, barely a fortnight after making a decision to sail at all. Seasick and wearied, landfall had been a welcome sight, and at sunrise on 2 September 1912 the Parisian – which months before had sailed to the aid of the stricken Titanic – entered the Clyde estuary and brought its tired passengers safely to disembarkation at Glasgow docks. In Frost’s pocket was $1,100 raised, after mortgage, from the sale of the family’s simple, two-storey white clapboard farmhouse and thirty acres of land outside of the small New Hampshire town of Derry. In addition, he was due an annual annuity of $800 from his grandfather’s estate, minus the $120 they had spent on their passage: it would be enough to last them a year or even two, but they had no home in New England to which they could return and the gamble simply had to pay off. ‘We could risk it,’ said Frost.38


Robert Frost felt he had made little of his life up until then. A failed poultry farmer and poet who had been all but ignored by American editors, he chose now to be as far away as possible from his prying relatives in Lawrence, Massachusetts, and out of the grasp of his teaching job at Plymouth, New Hampshire, which was making too much use of his time, he thought. In the summer of 1912 the family gathered in the kitchen of their Derry farm to discuss a change of scene: west, across a continent to Vancouver where Frost’s friend and lifelong correspondent John Bartlett was living, or east, across an ocean to England, where Frost’s wife Elinor had long spoken of a wish to live ‘under thatch’. Frost’s daughter, Lesley, recorded the moment.




We were standing around my mother who was ironing in the kitchen when my father said, ‘Well, let’s toss for it,’ and he took a nickel from his pocket. ‘Heads England, tails Vancouver.’ Heads it was! All that had been contemplated was fresh scenery, peace to write, the excitement of change.39





A fortnight later, on 23 August 1912, the Frosts were sailing to England. But England was not, contrary to the advice he had been given, cheaper than America, and an exchange rate of almost five dollars to the pound ensured that Frost would have to look beyond London and its expensive rents for a home. To do so he walked not into a property agent as might be expected, but into the offices of the popular journal T.P.’s Weekly after reading a column on country walks, which to Frost’s mind suggested a knowledge of neighbouring rural locations. The column’s editor, a retired policeman, not only advised the American of several possibilities but went so far as to guide him personally, accompanying him on the twenty-one-mile train ride north-west of London to Beaconsfield, where the Frosts would find their first English home in a new-built bungalow. Frost bought second-hand furniture locally, and from London he made arrangements for the delivery of the family’s possessions: the rugs, some kitchenware, his typewriter and, for reassembly, Elinor’s rocking chair and his stout, adjustable Morris chair on which he wrote by laying a wooden board across its stout arms. It would be, as he informed a friend, ‘a lesson to you in plain living’, homely enough for now, although little more, he would reflect, than camping. For the time being, Beaconsfield seemed a suitably literary stop for Frost’s ambitions. G. K. Chesterton lived just four streets away, but he was merely the most recent of many esteemed residents that had also included Thomas Gray, buried at nearby Stoke Poges, and most alluring of all, the cottage in nearby Chalfont St Giles where Milton finished Paradise Lost. Frost had found himself a home amid what he called ‘the great tradition of English lyric poetry’.40




*





Shorter and stockier than Thomas, and almost as physically restless, Frost had fair hair which the wind would blow into untidy tufts. His blue eyes lit up when he was teasing his friends. He spoke with a New England drawl, and was frequently blunt and quick to anger, an anger that unlike Thomas’s could become physical. But his humour pervaded all his talk, sarcastic one moment, kindly another. Goader, teaser, talker, thinker, Frost was cubbish, mischievous and driven. He once said that he would like his epitaph to read that he had a lover’s quarrel with the world.41


Frost’s father, William Frost, had married the Scottish-born mathematics teacher Isabelle Moodie in 1874, who bore him a son and a daughter. But William Frost was no family man: a gambler and drinker who carried a revolver on San Francisco’s semiferal streets: in his son’s words, ‘a bad boy who never stopped being one’. William Frost died of tuberculosis when Robert was just eleven and his mother Isabelle moved the children back to the ancestral family home of Lawrence, Massachusetts. It was in high school that the shy seventeen-year-old Frost met the equally retiring Elinor White, the woman he would marry. By then he had begun writing his first poems, publishing a handful of verses and articles in the high-school bulletin for which he was chief editor. (He published Elinor’s poetry too, though it has been suggested that she stopped writing when this stoked jealousy in Robert.) He entered Dartmouth College and Harvard University but failed to stay the course at either; he suffered from a mysterious recurring illness (he feared tuberculosis), and when Elinor became pregnant with their second child he saw no virtue in continuing his study. First born had been a boy, Elliot, who became a constant companion as soon as he was able to walk, following Frost about the farm as he saw to his daily chores. But Elliot was overcome by fever in the summer of 1900, and was prescribed ineffectual homeopathic treatment by Isabelle’s doctor. As their son’s condition worsened, Robert and Elinor called in their own doctor, who examined the boy and gravely announced that he had been summoned too late: Elliot had an acute case of cholera infantum and would not survive the night. Elliot died that evening; he had not reached his fourth birthday. A wild grief came between the parents. Frost reproached himself for failing to summon help sooner, saying first that his neglect was tantamount to murder, then crying out that this was a wrathful God’s vengeance upon him; but to Eleanor his was merely the selfish and hubristic anguish of a man unable to see that the loss was not his own but Elliot’s.42


A farm in west Derry, New Hampshire, offered a fresh start for Robert, Elinor and their surviving daughter, Lesley. The family moved in October 1900, and grew to include a son, Carol, and two more daughters. But the trials were not behind them. In 1907, Robert caught pneumonia, possibly brought on by a drunken night lost in snowy woods, and Elinor nursed him to recovery while heavily pregnant with their sixth and, as it would turn out, final child: a baby girl who died the day after she was born. The pain of Elliot’s death had been enormous, but to lose a second child was unthinkable and unbearable, and strain entered the marriage like never before. Robert succumbed to bouts of severe depression, Elinor to exhaustion. Lesley Frost recalled one terrible night when she was woken by her father and told to follow him down through the cold house to the kitchen. There she found her mother, weeping with her head in hands, and noticed for the first time that her father was holding a revolver. Robert told the distraught child to choose between them, a mother or a father, as only one of them would make it through to morning.43


No wonder the Frosts sought a change in fortunes, and though the probity of Lesley’s recollection has been questioned, it nonetheless marked a turning point in the family story. In the autumn of 1906 Frost began teaching in Derry and was by all accounts an effective if rather indolent teacher. (‘Anything here anyone wants to keep?’ he asked his class of the assignment they had just given in, and when they shook their heads in unison, Frost binned the lot, saying that if they did not value them enough to keep then he did not value them enough to read.) Teaching was a financial necessity in those Derry years, for Frost admitted that any one of his apple trees earned more a year standing stock-still with its roots in the ground than he did uprooted and rushing around, and he vowed to write better verse and find an audience for it. Although he was already writing the poems that would fill his first two books, he had published only a handful of them. By the winter of 1911 he was focussed on the idea of a literary career, and told a friend that ‘the forward movement is to begin next year’. In 1912 he made the commitment to his poetry that he had long put off. ‘I am going to be justified of my poetry before the end,’ he commented. ‘I have hung off long enough. I wasn’t going to pass forty without having it out with myself on this score.’44
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From his study 700 feet up on the East Hampshire Hangers, Thomas could make out sixty miles of South Downs at one glance. Beneath him, the hillside dropped southward into a dark coombe of beech and yew trees; along the ridge lay the Shoulder of Mutton, so called for the lamb-chop shape of its grassy clearing amid the yew line. To the north lay the hangers of Oakshott, Happersnapper, Roundhills, Reston and the Warren, each descending rapidly north-east from the plateau into farmland. To the south and west, Ashford Hill and Lutcombe Bottom pinned a second, curling ridge that passed through Strawberry Hanger, Lythe Hanger, Great Hanger and Cold Hill. Thick, broad-leafed woods plunged down from the plateau, more beech and yew, some small-leafed limes, some larch wound with clematis or ivy and carpeted with wild garlic and the celandines that prospered in the wetter lands each February. Woodpeckers drummed through the canopy, roe deer and fox ran the floor below. The village at the foot of the scarp was named Steep (Old English stēap or steep place) after the sheer escarpment at the western end of the Weald (OE weald, woodland); the clay and flint plateau above it was Froxfield (the frogs’ field or stream). Connecting the two was Stoner Hill, a cart road impassable in heavy weather, in places sinking fifteen feet below the fields under the pounding of the carriers and the rain. While trade men trekked this hard hill, Thomas and his children followed a cut through the woods down through Ashford Hanger along a path that led to school.45


Thomas’s heart would quicken whenever he looked upon Shoulder of Mutton Hill, but it would not quicken for the house that lay on top of it. Wick Green on Cockshott Lane should have been a dream home, but it never became so. Since 1906 the Thomases had rented at Berryfield Cottage a mile along the Ashford stream from Steep, but when the estate was broken up for sale Thomas had no means of purchasing the cottage there. In September 1908 a friend came to the rescue: a William Morris disciple named Geoffrey Lupton offered to build the Thomases a house at the head of Ashford Gorge to the highest standards: hand-made bricks and tiles, solid oak doors and timbers and floors, finished with wrought-iron fittings cast from Lupton’s own smithy and a recessed terrace that Helen had petitioned for. Nothing could fault its aspect or those sixty miles of South Downs views, but the house was hard, cold even in summer and frequently enveloped in the foggy mists that would crawl out of the coombe below and swallow everything about them. Worse than the mist and the cold was the wind, which roared over the hills or rushed up from the valley with a terrible moan. On some days it seemed to govern the house and its inhabitants, and Thomas readily submitted to its rule, feeling that it bound together somehow his past and the past of the world within it. He said that it carried upon its back old griefs and new griefs yet to come, foretold of terrible times and made a new house old. On the high slope, the wind was his subject and his master; it seemed to bully at his spirits and was locked into the house with him on the day he first closed the front door. It was in the gable room beneath this wind that Myfanwy was born, and he did not know which sound caused in him the more despair: her cries or the wind’s howl. All around were the hard, stone soils, and the flint that was ‘the one crop that never failed’. It was a cold, biting, bitten-at place. The grey mind of the wind, he wrote, looked down upon his own grey mind.46




*





The day after the opening of the Poetry Bookshop in January, Thomas had returned to Steep, where a New Year’s greetings card lay in wait. It was an introductory correspondence with a young, naive socialite who would become his confidante. This was Eleanor Farjeon, thirty-one years of age, who had sent him a goodwill message emblazoned with a sailing ship, which he took, teasingly, as an invitation from her to what he called ‘lessons in navigation’ at their upcoming social gathering in Broughton Gifford, Wiltshire. It was a coquettish, even flirtatious response by Thomas: he was familiar with the social set and hardly needed any help in negotiating the subtleties that accompanied these occasions. Yet beneath his surface he yearned for all the navigation he could get. Edward and Eleanor had met at a tea gathering before Christmas, and he would not have mistaken her for anything other than an impressionable character. She was a quiet, shy, bespectacled woman, her dark hair fixed carelessly in a bun, who thought herself unnoticeably plain and who, in her own description, was as emotionally immature as a girl of eighteen. From an early age she felt more at home in a library than in polite society and as a child she retreated into familial relationships and a passion for books. Her father was a Jewish Victorian novelist who had escaped East End impoverishment, her mother the daughter of an actor, and she had a trio of talented brothers; but Eleanor would be outdone by none of them. From the age of seven she was pounding out stories on her father’s typewriter; by the time she met Thomas she had already published two volumes of poems. It was said of her that when she wrote she smiled; and it would not be long before she would fall in love with Edward Thomas, the writer and the man.47




*





On 14 January, a warm if mischievous review of Georgian Poetry appeared in the Daily Chronicle, written by Edward Thomas, in which he praised the initiative of a bookshop that, he believed, promised not only a new access to readers but discernment in an age in which anyone with five pounds to spare could have a book of poems printed. ‘It brings out with great cleverness many sides of the modern love of the simple and primitive, as seen in children, peasants, savages, early men, animals, and Nature in general.’ Thomas wove an acerbic wit through many of his reviews. He wrote once to Monro, ‘I can’t pretend to take myself seriously as a writer about poetry when even the ½d. newspapers are forsaking me. And your Review does seem certain to give that false appearance of seriousness to what I might say.’ He enjoyed playing with false appearances in his articles, and in his praising of the primitive love of children, peasants, savages and early men he was giving a gentle send-up to Georgian sensibilities. In a second review of the anthology, the same mocking tone appeared when he suggested that the volume was an exemplary selection of poetry from the years 1911 and 1912: ‘Compare it with a similar book of poetry from 1901 and 1902 and its novelty is apparent,’ – adding, ‘There is, by the way, no anthology of 1901 and 1902.’ But his humour did not always come across entirely as he intended, and on this occasion he wrote to Monro to explain: ‘I was alarmed to see how chilly my notice of the Georgian Anthology appeared in the Chronicle. But I had to ask the editor to cut out the passage where I made a mistaken reference to Poetry and Drama and he cut out too much.’ Dry or chilly, his review at least carried the stamp of independence that would mark his work throughout his life; by contrast, a notice in Poetry and Drama (published at the Bookshop) by Henry Newbolt (guest of honour at the Bookshop) would stake the unlikely claim that these poems would astonish and delight the reader in equal measure and ‘prove the coming of a new breath of poetic emotion’.48


Thomas had long since refused unpaid review work, and had once declined an invitation from Monro to review ‘con amore’, in part fearing the journal in question, Poetry Review, would become ‘a sort of home for incurables’. But in January 1913 he had made an exception to help launch the new journal from the Bookshop, Poetry and Drama, and his first contribution would cause a sensation. Ella Wheeler Wilcox was probably the most widely read poet of the day; her One Hundred Poems, just published in London by Gay and Hancock, would breeze through 100,000 sales in only a decade and a half. Wilcox employed a popular rather than literary language, a homespun, hearthside philosophy, and a wobbly sense of rhythm ribboned with a chiming end-rhyme. Those familiar with Thomas’s incisive reviews could not have expected him to like Wilcox’s work, and sure enough he did not; but what made such an impact upon readers of the piece was not his consternation but the tone that he employed in communicating that consternation. Thomas wrote the review ironically. In a meticulous sacking, he feigned praise in order to make a series of irresponsible claims that he knew Wilcox’s poetry could not hope to meet. He lauded, for example, her subtle appreciation of the Japanese people and then quoted her description of ‘Brave little people of large aims.’ Of her stance towards life he asked, ‘How many times does she repeat the lesson contained in this? “Don’t look for the flam as you go through life.” Well she knows that you cannot have too much of a good thing.’ Wilcox said familiar things cheerily and repeatedly, Thomas wrote, and what was her greatest triumph? To possess a talent that the common man or woman could aspire to. ‘Her glory is the more bright that it has been attained with the help only of a metrical skill commonly possessed by minor poets, a light sympathy with all sorts of ideas, and without principle or sense of beauty.’49


A light sympathy with all sorts of ideas; it was a piece of critical surgery as withering as it was precise, and at London’s literary gatherings Thomas’s review was hailed triumphantly. Not only had he exposed the most popular poet of the day as an impostor, said his peers, but more importantly he had landed a blow against the kind of popular Victorian literature that had come to swamp contemporary bookshelves. It was an achievement of which Thomas himself was unusually pleased. Rarely before had he congratulated himself on his work, but now he referred to himself proudly as ‘the poisoner of Wilcox’. But for all the guile, for all the dry and witty pen strokes, the risk of adopting irony was self-evident: not everybody may pick up on the tone. Wilcox herself came to consider Thomas a great admirer, and her American publishers appeared to have been similarly caught out; so delighted were they by the review that they supplied Thomas with a complete set of her books. It was not the present, surely, the reviewer would have hoped for; but perhaps the publishers understood the article’s tone full-well and were simply returning serve.50
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Godwin Baynes had encouraged in Edward Thomas a process of self-interrogation, and in 1913 Thomas began to use his life story as subject for his writing more expressly than before. Towards the end of January, a short account of his early years appeared in the journal T.P.’s Weekly under the title ‘How I Began’. At the same time he was completing an autobiographical novel, and would later that year begin work on a childhood memoir. Thomas had frequently projected himself onto his countryside characters, but not until now had he expressly made himself the subject of his writing in the first person, and for the first time, readers were offered an insight into his childhood.51


On what is now Lansdowne Gardens, nestled between London’s South Lambeth and Wandsworth Roads, stands an imposing, four-storey, semi-detached Victorian villa that was the first London home to Philip Henry and Mary Elizabeth Thomas. It is built on the northern spoke of a fine residential circus completed by local builder John Snell in the middle of the nineteenth century. By the time Mr and Mrs Thomas rented their rooms, South Lambeth had become heavily built-up on the back of a wave of 1860s terraces that had filled in around the expansive villas of twenty years earlier. Residential building had swept over smallholdings, market gardens and farms along the line of the London and South Western Railway, and had recently overrun the isolation of Battersea and Clapham villages. It was here among these urbanising boroughs that on 3 March 1878 Edward Philip Thomas was born.52


Philip Henry Thomas had distinguished himself in the Civil Service Examination and been posted to the Board of Trade on a staff clerkship for light rail and tramways. He had moved to London in 1873 from Swindon, having left his home town in Tredegar, Ebbw Vale, thirty miles north of Cardiff. A self-made man, and the first from his family to make the social climb from skilled manual labour into the middle classes, he was a Welsh speaker whose preparation for the Civil Service Examination had given him command of French, German and Latin besides. He was a staunch liberal committed to free trade and Home Rule for Ireland, and an ardent follower of David Lloyd George, with whom he would walk across the park from the underground station at Westminster most mornings. At the Battersea Parliament he honed his skills in public speaking and was invited by the Liberal Party to stand as their candidate in the Clapham Division of the 1918 General Election where, according to a local newspaper, he ‘put up a strong fight against odds’ despite losing. To his family he was known as ‘The Public Man’ for the lectures he gave each Sunday in the nearby town hall for the Battersea Ethical Society. Baptised Anglican and brought up Methodist, Philip Thomas became an atheist after exploring many denominations, eventually settling in Positivist circles, where he spoke from the pulpit at the Church of Humanity in Holborn. Edward remembered his father taking him along to the hustings at Washington Music Hall in Battersea on Sunday evenings to hear Keir Hardie talk about the formation of an Independent Labour Party and Michael Davitt on the pressing need for Irish Home Rule.




I have only one clear early glimpse of my father – darting out of the house in his slippers and chasing and catching a big boy who had bullied me. He was eloquent, confident, black-haired, brown-eyed, all that my mother was not. By glimpses I learnt with awe and astonishment that he had once been of my age.53





To his surprise, Edward learned that his father knew more about marbles than the best players at Edward’s school. He would tell and retell the story of the Wiltshire moonrakers hanging in a chain over a bridge to fetch the moon out and had a repertoire of songs and comic speeches that would delight his children, together with a library of several hundred books in which young Edward had his formative literary encounters. But he was a stern and aspirational man who pushed the young Edward relentlessly: first toward evening classes in Physics and Latin, later for St Paul’s School in Hammersmith, and later still a career alongside him in the civil service. Years of pushing and badgering and bloody-mindedness left the relationship between father and son fraught and fractious; it deteriorated irrevocably when Edward, at university, found himself accused by his father of being a bad debtor, reading libidinous materials, drinking and smoking to excess. An ‘open break’ occurred, in Helen’s words, fuelled by Philip Thomas’s disgust at what he saw as a kind of dandyism in his son: an aesthetic whim to pursue literary dead-ends rather than provide as a husband and father should provide. When Edward finally found his way to writing verse, he would record his feelings for his father in contemptuous terms. ‘I may come near loving you | When you are dead,’ he wrote. ‘But not so long as you live | Can I love you at all.’54


Of his mother, Edward could recall even less, although what he remembered he did so in idealised terms:







She is plainest to me not quite dressed, in white bodice and petticoat, her arms and shoulders rounded and creamy smooth … I liked the scent of her fresh warm skin and supposed it unique. Her straight nose and chin made a profile that for years formed my standard. No hair was so beautiful to me as hers was, light golden brown hair, long and rippling. Her singing at fall of night, especially if we were alone together, soothed and fascinated me, as though it had been divine, at once the mightiest and the softest sound in the world.55





As a physical description, these words would not have seemed out of place if Edward Thomas was writing of a lover, and certainly she appeared to offer him a perfection that he never found in Helen. Towards his mother’s sister, Edward expressed a similar physical attraction, and it was in watching her sitting less than half dressed on a chair that he developed what he called his first ‘conscious liking for the female body’. Mary Thomas dressed in long skirts with mysterious hidden pockets, and a wide black belt into which she tucked a half-hunter watch on a long gold chain. She made and mended Edward’s clothes, cooked and comforted, and may have been prone to the melancholia that would wreak havoc upon him, as hinted at in Edward’s description of her as ‘diffident and sad and not clever’, and Helen’s as ‘very retiring and shy and sad’. One of Edward’s earliest memories was witnessing her rise distraught from the dining table to cry out, ‘I am going to die’, before her husband took her on his knee to soothe her. In her son’s letters and prose, she remains a ghostly, sallow figure, attractive and remote, comforting yet forlorn, someone towards whom Thomas felt protection and love.56


When Edward was two, the Thomases moved to a late-Victorian end-of-terrace house just off Bolingbroke Grove, fifty yards from Wandsworth Common. The house was more modest than the last, but unlike their restrictive rooms in Lambeth, the family had its entire run. Edward lived here until the age of ten; his brothers Ernest, Theodore and Reginald were all born there. The family moved again, four streets to the north to a larger house at Shelgate Road where Edward’s fourth and fifth brothers, Oscar and Julian, were born. This was the house that would remain the family home throughout Edward’s time at university.57


Thomas liked best of all the map-making sessions at his Wandsworth board school, poring over the intricacies of the western coastline of the British Isles, or inking the mountainous uplands with a herring-bone marking. It was the journey to school rather than anything that happened within its walls that captured the young Edward’s imagination: spinning tops or marbling or trading small objects with the other boys in the streets. Walking back in cold weather he would strike sparks from his iron-shod heels against the kerbstone. But it was the Common that was the principal site of Edward’s childhood games. Though divided by a railway track and bordered on all sides by houses, it was a wild and inexhaustible place to Edward, with its hawthorn and gorse thickets, its towering elms and roaming foxes, its tumbledown slopes and irregular-shaped ponds. He fished with a worm and a cotton line, dropping sticklebacks and anything else he caught into a jam jar. Other times he would go further afield still, to Wimbledon Common, to gaze at the caged animals outside the corn chandler’s, or to study the hapless fishermen on the River Wandle. The smell of the local paper mill caught on the evening breeze and stirred in the young boy ‘a quiet sort of poetic delight’; it was the first time he had witnessed the allure of bright running water.58


At ten, his father moved him to a local private school, where he now studied alongside the sons of tradesmen. At eleven, he won a place at Battersea Grammar School, and he found he could learn quickly and easily, taking pleasure in coming top of his class. He took to Byron more than he took to his classmates, though more than either he took to keeping pigeons after watching a neighbouring boy’s mastery of the birds. At the clap of this boy’s hands they would ascend half a mile into the sky, returning at the lure of his carefully tuned whistle; Edward learned the boy’s whistle, but was never able to gain such height from his own flock. He kept a dozen different breeds: homers, tumblers, dragoons and, pride of the roost, a pair of red-ruffled Jacobins from Wales. Endlessly he watched for signs of offspring; but no young ever came from the few eggs and he took away the duds to blow.


Philip Thomas’s peripatetic search through different chapels and preachers took an early toll on Edward. He loathed Sunday school, and made no friends at the chapels, instead cultivating what he called a ‘drug of boredom’ that saw him through the sermons, largely oblivious to their teachings. But worse than this were the stiff Sunday clothes that set him apart from the other boys playing on the street. Edward longed for a sudden gust that would blow his hat clean from his head and into some puddle. He called it his ‘Upastree’, in a reference to the evergreen that was said to destroy all life for a fifteen-mile radius. Chapel and Sunday school became ‘cruel ceremonious punishments’ for the freedom of weekends; he retained what he called a ‘profound quiet detestation’ of Sunday for the rest of his life.59


At twelve, Thomas moved school again, to another private school in Wandsworth at his father’s direction, where intense attention was given to manners and etiquette. Thomas’s early interest in books dissipated, and he found encounters with Virgil and Shakespeare ‘obscure and tedious’. He became engaged in party politics for the only time in his life, and stood as a Liberal candidate in his school elections (a Tory landslide): ‘poetry was nothing to me compared with Home Rule’. Greater success lay in his athletic pursuits, for while Edward was no runner, he could out-walk any boy in the school. On sports day, it seemed he would leave his peers in his wake on the mile-walking race; but as he approached the finish line in the lead, he believed he could hear one of the boys running behind him, cheating surely, but closing on him nonetheless. He hated the feeling of being hunted down, and could not abide the prospect of being overtaken so close to the line, and so with a hundred yards to go, convinced that victory would be stolen away, he pulled up. It was better to throw the race than to be beaten; but his father did not agree, and accused him of cowardice and of lacking the courage to see the race home. He would carry the charge of cowardice throughout his life: it would haunt his friendship with Robert Frost and would even influence his thinking about the war.60


St Paul’s in Hammersmith, at the age of fifteen, was an altogether different experience. Never before had he encountered boys like this, who discussed Maupassant’s stories knowledgeably or had already secured a scholarship for Oxbridge. Lunchtimes he kept his own company, reading Richard Jefferies and not easily making friends. In broken Latin, he wrote in his Algebra book ‘I love birds more than books’, and was ridiculed by the boy next to him, not for his sentimentality but for the shortcoming of his Latin. ‘I felt unimportant, isolated, out of place, and only not despised because I was utterly unnoticed.’ School reports painted a distant child, unengaged in the school community. ‘I wish he seemed to take more interest in life generally’ (July 1894). ‘I wish he were a more sociable person’ (December 1894). Eventually Mr Thomas became discouraged: Edward failed to win a scholarship to ease the crippling school fees, and in the Easter of 1895 he withdrew his son from the school.61


But of all images from his school days that stayed with him most deeply, it was perhaps the gift of his first school prize, a book called The Key of Knowledge, which to Thomas’s eternal anguish, he lost.




It disappeared, I never had any idea how, before I had read far into it, and I never saw it again. From time to time down to the present day I have recalled the loss, and tried to recover first of all the book, later on the thread of its story, something that would dissipate from its charm the utter darkness of mystery. For example, fifteen years ago in Wiltshire, two strangers passed me and I heard one of them, a big public schoolboy, say to the other, a gamekeeper, ‘What do you think is the key of knowledge?’ and back came the old loss, the old regret and yearning, faint indeed, but real. There were times when I fancied that the book held the key to an otherwise inaccessible wisdom and happiness, and the robbery appeared satanically sinister.62
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