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Introduction





Corduroy was originally published in 1930. It was my father’s first and best-known book, in a writing career that lasted for half a century and also yielded thousands of newspaper columns and crossword puzzles. It became established very quickly as a countryside classic, and earned him a special place in the history as well as the literature of the Suffolk that he caressed with his words for sixty years.


It was not his native Suffolk. Corduroy begins as an escape story about a rather Bohemian young-man-about-Battersea fleeing from the threat of an office life in London. His education had ended at Uppingham School, which he hated and which had been selected by his mother on the advice of the Army and Navy Stores, of all places, which was where she did her shopping for everything, including schools. His father, who was a republican and socialist as well as the news editor of the Observer, refused to entertain the idea of sending him to a university, on the grounds that universities were the citadels of privilege and the playgrounds of the rich. His father also convinced him that his professed desire to write was but a manifestation of adolescence, and it was time to go out and do something else with his life. That something would be done in the open air, for he had heard the call of the land, and heeded it. The twenty-year-old dreamy and loitering youth (his own description) mounted his newly acquired motorcycle, which had seen wartime service in France, and headed east. In Weston Colville near Bury St Edmunds he was apprenticed to Vic Savage, a yeoman farmer of the old school who taught him all he knew in the best agricultural college of all, a well-run working farm. The fame of Vic Savage endures, as it deserves to even to this day, in Mr Colville of Corduroy – the story of my father’s arduous apprenticeship.


The farmer and his apprentice did not know it at the time, but these were the last years of the inherited order of things in agriculture, in which the old ways and rhythms of the land prevailed. Hedging and ditching were done by hand, fox-hunting was not a political issue and fields were farmed by the concerted muscle-power of men and horses. The supporting past of Corduroy includes the Suffolk Punches. This was the world before the Great Depression, before the mechanical revolution which drove so many farm-workers from the land – and long before the farms of Suffolk were threatened by the sinister advance of agribusiness. My father, who went on for the next twenty years to own his own small farms in west and east Suffolk, and to write about them in his other masterpieces – Silver Ley, The Cherry Tree and Apple Acre – clung tenaciously to the old ways of doing things, whether or not they were economical, just for the sake of doing them as he had learned them. He was still ploughing with horses in the late 1940s. My twin sister Sylvia and I used the backs of his old and original manuscripts to draw pictures of his venerable farm horses, Kitty and Boxer. We were thus responsible for the loss of some real collectors’ items.


There was something about the world he was writing about – mainly because by the mid-1930s it was already seen to be vanishing – and something about the way he wrote about it, that had a most extraordinary impact on readers at that time and in the cataclysmic war that followed. These were not necessarily country people, except in the special and privileged sense that they somehow became so by reading what he wrote. His work, for which Corduroy set the standard, had an elegiac quality. It spoke of calmer times and saner values. Its distinguishing feature was a sort of rooted and practical mysticism, seeing its visions and dreaming its dreams in the fields and furrows of a working Suffolk farm. He wrote somewhere, ‘I felt I was being used by a power beyond myself for its own purposes.’


Corduroy ran into many editions, together with its sequels, Silver Ley and The Cherry Tree, throughout the 1930s and 1940s. The most elaborate was the full trilogy, published by The Bodley Head in 1948, and illustrated by Harry Becker. The writer and the artist never met (Becker died in 1928), but they surely knew their Suffolk. The words and pictures match and illuminate each other to perfection. A full set is a rare and treasured possession, much in demand among members of the flourishing Adrian Bell Society.


The most influential edition, without doubt, was Penguin’s. It was published in 1940 in a small format and on paper of distinctly wartime quality. It could fit into a soldier’s pocket or his kitbag, and often did. It thus found a place wherever British forces served, by land, sea and air, in the war zones of the Second World War.


It was only after his death, in 1980, that I became fully aware of the effect he had had on so many people’s lives. At the bottom of a drawer we found a collection of letters sent to him from servicemen who had read his books in their bivouacs and tank turrets, and drawn from them a measure of comfort and hope in the hardest times of their lives. He opened a window on another world, a world of peace and sanity, of enduring values and seasonal rhythms remote from the war’s destruction. I also discovered, having visited some of the planet’s unquiet corners, that his books held within them an extra resonance for someone who had endured such bleak experiences. It was not nostalgia that he offered, but an alternative vision of England. A Lieutenant in the Royal Artillery wrote to him in November 1943 from North Africa to thank him for having written The Cherry Tree, and to urge him to write more:




You will no doubt realise that to us who have not seen green grass, trees and country lanes bounded with hedgerows for a long time, such a book which carries one back to the English countryside so easily is very much appreciated.





In a now half-forgotten magazine, Everybody’s, he wrote an open letter to one of his far-flung constituents, an RAF fighter pilot serving in the Mediterranean – a pilot who must have faced the prospect of death whenever he took to the skies. It is hard for us who take so much for granted to imagine such an ordeal. But my father understood:




You wrote to me from Malta, from a Malta pounded by air from Italy, from Sicily, from North Africa, ringed by U-Boats, all but cut off. You wrote to me (heaven knows how the letter got through) that when the war was finished, you and your girl wanted to marry and have a little farm in England. You have a vision of England. Wherever you are, it has been your consolation and hope. Keep that vision, because it’s true. It may be the key to your life. I am anxious that you should know this; because if you follow your impulses and lead your farming life, with all its ups and downs, at the end of it you will sit back and recall that first vision of it that you had in the desert or the jungle. And you will know then that it was all in all a true vision.





Adrian Bell was born in 1901. He was mercifully just too young for active service in the First World War, and too old for it in the second – even if his health had allowed, which it did not. But he did the state some service, in sharing and communicating his vision of England through the conscripted paperback edition of Corduroy. Through the words of writers such as my father, the faith and fortitude of men who had lost touch with friends and family, and the country for which they were fighting, were sustained. Knowing warfare as I now do, I am convinced that in many cases it must have helped to save their sanity. When the war was over and the survivors returned, it is my opinion that the author and the publisher should have been decorated with the DPM (Distinguished Publications Medal), or some such. They had surely earned it.


Adrian Bell’s books, with Corduroy at the head of the list, were especially prized among prisoners of war. I have in front of me a postcard marked ‘Kriegsgefangenenpost’. It was written on 25 May 1943 by Philip Forsyth, POW number 1156, from Stammlager IX C, somewhere in Germany. He wrote to my father:




It’s so good to read of simple things still going on in my lovely Suffolk. Three Mays ago I took Corduroy to re-read in France. Alas, I lost it unread at Dunkirk. But I found another at Cerniers. Later, on the march in, I abandoned book after book till it remained alone. Then I read each page slowly, twice, for I didn’t know when I’d see a book again. 





Sergeant G. W. Risdon wrote on 17 March 1943 from Stalag XVIII A:




With anything like luck I hope to be reading Apple Acre in England soon. But no matter what the place may be, it will ever be good to absorb the story of England’s farms and fieldworkers written by someone who appreciates them for themselves.





And a South African, Coombe Arnold Walter, sent a letter on 10 June 1943 from a prison camp in Italy:




The charm, the homeliness, the peace even in turmoil, the deep satisfying joy of your day to day experiences, come to me and many others in like circumstances as a delight that refreshes and abides, and makes more bearable our own strange life here.





Never mind the critics – and even the critics were impressed – no author could ask for better reviews than those. They show how the words he wrote, most often by lamplight on the kitchen table when the farming day was done, touched the hearts of men in extraordinary circumstances and with extraordinary force. The Suffolk of Adrian Bell has changed beyond recognition, not all for the better, and no one mourned its passing more eloquently than he did. Corduroy stands as a living record of it, and is as fresh on the page today as on the day it was written.


This new Penguin edition of Corduroy, exactly sixty years after the old one, will bring pleasure to my father’s old friends, and I do not doubt that it will win him many new ones. It is also a most fitting way in which to celebrate the approaching centenary of his birth. There are writers, quite celebrated in their day, whose books slide headlong into oblivion as soon as the fashion changes. There are others, like the author of Corduroy, whose appeal is timeless. The reprinting of his work and the revival of his popularity are a source of great satisfaction to the family. My sisters Anthea and Sylvia and I take it as a tribute not just to him but to our mother Marjorie, a never wavering source of strength and love. She alone could read his handwriting, which looked as if insects had died on the page, and she even helped with the crossword puzzles. She also lit his fires and milked his goats. He could not have achieved all that he did without her.


His was not just a rare talent, but a unique one. There is a distinction to be made, both in literature and in politics, between things that endure and things that merely happen. My own life’s work has been on the happening side, in one profession or another, and will accordingly fade and pass. His was in the category of things that endure. He could find more of interest to write compellingly about in the pond life in his back garden than I could find in the war zones of the world, or for that matter the House of Commons.


There is nothing in my life in which I take more pride than in being the son of the author of Corduroy.




 





Martin Bell



















Chapter 1 





I was upon the fringe of Suffolk, a country rich in agricultural detail, missed by my untutored eye. It was but scenery to me: nor had I an inkling of what more it might become. Farming, to my mind, was as yet the townsman’s glib catalogue of creatures and a symbol of escape. The true friendliness of the scene before me lay beneath ardours of which I knew nothing.


I was flying from the threat of an office life. I was twenty years old, and the year was 1920.


There had been a country walk with my father on which he had suggested it was time I should ‘do’ something. I had replied naively that I wanted to write. To which he had made an answer that the desire to write in the young was but a manifestation of the sexual impulse. This had confirmed my worst fears – that there was nothing ‘in me’ after all save the natural disturbances, as my few scrappy and turbulent compositions seemed to attest. So I had bowed to his implication that my dreams and visitations were one with the spots on my face, and only pleaded that my life should be something in the open air.


My father, perhaps, spoke better than he knew. At any rate, by certain combinations of chance we came into touch with one Mr Colville, an established farmer of Suffolk, who agreed, for the usual premium, to teach me agriculture.


Thus it was that the dreamy and loitering youth, who would have worn a drooping bow-tie had he been able to withstand the jeers of street urchins, set forth upon a motor-cycle (war model, late from France), clad in breeches (war surplus) and boots which the assistant at the Army and Navy Stores had said were their heaviest quality, sold for mountaineering and tramping holidays.


I had allowed half a day for the journey, reckoning on getting lost as well as on mechanical difficulty, my few trial runs having dispelled the illusion that a motor-cycle was any kind of infallible or magic transport. I was about half-way when I paused for lunch, but I did not stay to muse upon the promised land, as I must now leave the main road for circuitous country byways. I feared the dark, knowing my acetylene lamp for an affair of much stink and little light. So I pushed on, a map between my knees. I had made the novice’s mistake of choosing the route that looked the shortest on the map, and so lost my way once or twice, and was further confused by asking guidance of the deaf or the witless, as strangers chance to do.


About four-thirty I arrived in the dust of a dry October at Farley Hall, Benfield St George. The farm premises looked deserted, and only the faint chirrup of sparrows broke the silence on the cessation of my engine. A single rustic of Neanderthal aspect eyed me from afar. I left my motor-cycle and knocked at the side door which was nearest and had evidence of familiar use. I had already fallen into a local practice. It is generally a laugh against country folk that they do not use their front doors. The chief reason for this is that, on a farm, garden gates must be kept closed against straying animals, and no ordinary person will go through the fatigue of opening and closing gates for the sole purpose of arriving at the front door when he may drive up to the side entrance, which opens to the farm, without hindrance.


I was admitted by a young servant with flashing spectacles, and Mrs Colville met me in the hall. She was a dark, slender woman in her thirties. She explained to me over a cup of tea that a shooting-party was being held that day, and most of the farm hands were acting as beaters.


After tea I set forth, on her suggestion, to join the guns. As I passed out of the house, a rich and complex smell of cooking was wafted from the kitchen, whither Mrs Colville had hurried. I asked the grizzled rustic who appeared to be in sole occupation of the farm buildings, and who was, in fact, the yardman, if he knew whereabouts I should find the party. He said something I did not understand, but I followed his pointing arm.


I passed through the stack-yard, noting implements whose toothed and clawed shapes suggested mediaeval violence, and wondering vaguely what the purpose of this or that could be. Their rusty, nettle-buried appearance led me to believe that they were worn out and abandoned. But this was not so, as I found later. Each, when its season of usefulness arrived, would be dragged from the grappling growth, perform its particular earth-tearing function, and be returned to some out-of-the-way corner, to be a sleeping Gulliver for the grass again. The yard itself was a small township of stacks. They were set out neatly in streets, with here and there a round stack like a citadel. On the top of the highest the shape of a cockerel roughly carved in wood had been set like a weather-vane.


I heard a sound of distant gunfire, and proceeded towards it, striking across stubble, fallow, and meadow. The noise grew louder and nearer, was interspersed with shoutings to dogs. Once a shower of shot rattled in a tree beside me, after which I approached with circumspection. I came upon them paused in a group beside a thicket, tobacco-smoke floating among them, and gun-barrels shining in the last rays. These were the inhabitants of my new world. Mr Colville came forward and shook me by the hand. He was a man of kindly yet commanding presence. He introduced me to the others – his father, an old man still denying old age; his brother Arnold, downright and sudden in manner, rather like an overgrown schoolboy; Mr Phipps, the clergyman, lean and brown, wearing a soft collar and looking like a Colonial pioneer. There was Horace Colville, a half-brother, the mouthpiece of whose pipe was bound with string, a comfortable-looking man; Mr Bartlett, a dark man with a large sinuous moustache. He wore a green breeches suit of stiff quality, and from time to time uttered cynicisms in a chanting style. There was a Mr Crawley, a neighbour, of eagle countenance and restless eye, and one or two others whose names I did not catch.


There were certain characteristics common to the members of the Colville family – an inclination to portliness, small features upon full faces, fair hair, and blue eyes. There was also a readiness among them all to speak out and speak their minds. Their alacrity to dispute led me to believe at first that they were on the verge of a family quarrel, but nothing was further from the case. I never heard a single quarrel all the years I knew them.


The sun had almost set, and the party was discussing the possibility of a last drive, while their dogs – retrievers and spaniels – lay tired, with lolling tongues.


Mr Colville (the one I was staying with – John), who seemed to be in command of the proceedings, settled the question by saying, ‘We’ll walk that field of roots on the way home. It’ll be too dark to do more to-day.’


Thereupon the men lined out, a beater between each gun, to cover the field, and, when all were in position, started slowly through the roots. I walked beside Mr Colville. As we came near the other side, a rabbit ran out and turned along the hedge. I was a pace or two ahead of Mr Colville, and his gun seemed to go off in my ear. The rabbit turned a somersault and lay still.


‘Got him,’ I cried, unaware then that for John Colville not to hit a rabbit travelling clearly across his field of vision would mean that something was very wrong with him.


He said nothing save, ‘Take it, will you?’ as the dog returned with the dead rabbit in its mouth. The dog refused to yield its prize to me, a stranger, till Mr Colville shouted, ‘Dead!’ Then I caused a smile by holding the rabbit by its ears, the result of a memory of rabbit-keeping as a child. I was told to hold it by its hind legs, whither I transferred my fingers, already sticky with its blood. Then my leggings received a dabbling, and a spot or two stained my breeches. By these marks and the dead creature, correctly carried now, in my hands, already I felt initiated, and only wished that certain Chelsea friends could see me.


Then we returned to the house, and the smell of dinner there caused a sudden burst of joviality among the party, tired though they were. Their voices sounded doubly loud within doors as they took off their cartridge-belts and laid their guns aside. Though I understood little of what they said, it was interesting to listen to them. Outside in the darkness lanterns floated to and fro, and through the open door Mr Colville’s voice could be heard shouting instructions for the hanging of the game and the tying up and feeding of the dogs.


Arnold Colville, with the round, boyish face, approached me and said, ‘You came on a motor-bike, didn’t you?’


I said that was so, and he asked what make of cycle it was, and I told him. He then enquired as to speed and horse-power, but interrupted my answer with, ‘Let’s see it.’


I followed him out into the darkness. He took a lantern from the yardman’s hand, leaving the man standing helpless. Mr Colville, seeing us, shouted, ‘Where are you off to? Supper’s ready.’


His brother replied, ‘Just going to have a look at his motor-cycle.’


‘You don’t want to be messing about after that now. Come on in.’


‘Shan’t be a minute,’ said Arnold.


Then I heard Mr Colville’s voice to the yardman. ‘Go and hang them pheasants in the shed! What are you waiting for?’ And the yardman’s grumbling reply, ‘Mr Arnold’s gone and took the lantern, sir.’


Arnold opened the coach-house door, and the yellow gleam fell upon my dusty motor-cycle. He looked at it in silence, and I felt apologetic about it, fearing I had brought him out on false pretences.


‘It’s not much of a one,’ I murmured. ‘I got it second hand.’


But actually I was playing the right part, for I soon discovered that the object of the excursion was not to see my motor-cycle, but that he might show me his, housed in a neighbouring shed. It was a combination, with substantial mudguards, glistening in the light – certainly vastly superior to mine. He was proud of it, and I saw that my praise pleased him. He told me how he had bought it cheap from a man who had had to dispose of it almost as soon as he had bought it, for financial reasons. Later I learned that it was Arnold’s pleasure to get better value for money than anyone else, and demonstrate the fact. He enjoyed the harmless supremacy of the schoolboy whose penknife has a blade more than his fellow’s.


We returned to the house as steaming dishes were passing through the hall. 


Entering the dining-room, I found that some ladies had been added to the company – Arnold’s buxom wife; old Mrs Colville, an erect, sweetly smiling lady, the mother of these robust brothers; and the slender, sharply beautiful wife of the eagle-nosed Mr Crawley.


A boiled batter pudding stood on a dish before Mrs Colville. She put a slice upon each plate and poured a brown gravy over it. This we ate first alone. Then a dish of roast pheasants was placed before Mr Colville at the other end of the table, which he carved with skill and rapidity. This was a complex course, with potatoes, greens, stuffings, sauces. Twice I had started upon mine when some new sauce or accessory came round to me. Beer foamed into my glass. Already I felt hearty, and life was a robust vista of vast skies, blown trees, ploughs going up against the dawn, and evenings of luxurious quiet after toil.


I cleared my plate, and passed it up again with the rest. Not for years had I met such food with such an appetite.


When I had finished that, and the plates were being cleared, I was almost surprised, seeing myself in the wide looking-glass of the sideboard, that I was not large and rosy like the rest – I felt so full-fed and glowing – but pale and thin, sitting like a ghost among them.


‘You ain’t very strong, are you?’ said a neighbour with sympathetic intent, and ‘You don’t have very good health, I expect?’ asked another. Mr Colville said, ‘He do look wholly pale, that’s a fact.’


The word ‘wholly’ thus used puzzled me for some time. In Suffolk it is used for ‘very’ or ‘really’, and crops up in almost every sentence. But at first I thought Mr Colville was ascribing to me an air of sanctity.


‘You’re tired after your journey, I expect,’ Arnold remarked. 


I assured them I never felt better in my life, and was looking forward to its new aspect. I asked questions about farming; I forget what they were, but they must have been elementary and laughable. Not wishing, in politeness, to treat me as a joke, they put me off with mumbled replies, each person I asked feeling self-conscious at dealing with such elementary matters in public. Any kind of enlightenment as to what I was ‘in for’ I soon found was impossible, as the answer to the simplest question brought in technical terms that meant nothing to me; so I desisted.


They, however, when the first strangeness wore off, questioned me as regards the life that was symbolised by London. When they learned that my father held a responsible position on a well-known newspaper, they referred to me on questions of a public or political nature, and listened with a respectful attention that was embarrassing, treating my youthful opinions as inside knowledge.


As for Mr Phipps, the clergyman, he was intimate with their language and its agricultural foundations, and seemed to have identified himself wholly with them. He succoured me with no suggestion of familiarity with the outer world, as though to lift himself for a moment out of their sphere would have been a slight upon their bluff hospitality. I think he was right, for I ever found them sensitive to the slightest hint of ‘superiority’, before which they felt, not resentful, but abashed.


Only once, as I was playing the unwilling oracle on some affair of journalistic prominence, I seemed to catch an ironical glint in his eye as he listened with the rest.


After the ragged skeletons of the pheasants, with their many attendant dishes, had been cleared away, a mountain of cream horns was borne in and dispensed by Mr Colville. Mr Crawley, being intent on some vehement statement to his neighbour, seized his in his fingers, without thinking, and essayed a bite encompassing the wide end bulging with cream. The pastry crust, of course, collapsed, and mingled cream and jam oozed forth. Mr Crawley, dropping the sticky wreck, was left with lips of white foam, a white ‘imperial’ on his chin, and a white tip to his nose, which caused a general laugh. They were very good cream horns; I ate two, and even then did not deny myself the cheese finale.


The ladies rose and retired. Cigarettes and cigars were handed round. The day’s sport was discussed. Old Mr Colville, blue-eyed, side-whiskered, cloth-gaitered, remarked, ‘I’ve never seen so few rabbits in my life.’


‘A good thing too, in a way,’ said John. ‘They do a lot more damage than they are worth.’


‘Why, we saw more foxes than rabbits,’ the old man exclaimed. ‘I’ve never known such a thing on a day’s shooting all the years I’ve been about.’


The saying that there is nothing new under the sun must be reversed to be applied to agriculture, for many a time I have heard old Mr Colville, for all his seventy years, remark of some circumstance of crops or weather that he had never known such a thing in his life before.


A sweepstake was held on the nearest estimate of the day’s bag, and I caused a laugh by my wildly erroneous guess.


Under cover of the general agricultural conversation, Mr Crawley approached me and started a political subject. He searched me with his eager, restless eyes, and before we had talked long said, ‘I have a scheme for agricultural reform. I have been trying to get it taken up for a long time,’ and in a trice had brought out of his pocket a pamphlet of his own composition. 


I observed John Colville’s eye on us. At the first pause in the conversation he said, ‘Well, we’d better go and see how the ladies are getting on.’


All rose and tramped towards the drawing-room. I was in the rear of the group, and I felt a touch on my arm. Mr Colville drew me aside.


‘I shouldn’t take too much notice of Jim Crawley’s schemes, if I were you,’ he said in a low voice. ‘He’d craze the Devil when he gets on politics. He gets wonderful excited, he does.’


I looked at Mr Colville questioningly, but there was no time just then for more on the subject.


The drawing-room was a room of large windows, fringed furnishings, and elaborately delicate tables. A maid brought in coffee – very white coffee in small cups. There was an incongruity in the sight of those men sitting round the fire, booted and gaitered, their large hands encompassing the thimble-like cups. First tentative sips were taken with soup-noises, for the coffee was very hot. When it had cooled, each drained his at a gulp, tipping his head far back, as the designer of those cups had not considered the nose as an impediment, nor imagined anything in the nature of Mr Bartlett’s magnificent moustache.


I noticed that, although we had entered the drawing-room, no mingling of the sexes had taken place, for the ladies were in a group on one side of the hearth, and the men on the other. They sat leaning forward to one another and continuing their agricultural conversations, only in undertones now, the feminine atmosphere of the drawing-room seeming to have an abashing effect. I was chatting brightly to the ladies when I noticed this, and feared that in the eyes of those yeomen I appeared effeminate.


Whereas my opinion was considered by the men to be of consequence on political questions, I now found I was regarded by the ladies as a young man of fashion, whose proposed sojourn in the country was a ‘health’ whim, undertaken as another might resort to mud baths or unpleasant tonic springs. They questioned me eagerly as to the shops in London. Did they look gay? And what was the fashionable colour? Whether it was on account of my appearance or manner, I cannot say; but they obviously visualised an abandoned bevy of smart friends to whom I should in due course return.


Later, however, we had a little music, which melted the sex barrier, and we became one company again. Mr Crawley played one or two pieces on the violin, unsteadily, but with ardour. Mrs Colville played ‘The Maiden’s Prayer’ on the piano, followed by ‘Robin’s Return’, and then accompanied a song or two for Mrs Crawley.


John Colville suggested half-penny nap, and we went and sat round the dining-room table. The excitement of the game relaxed that remnant of Victorian drawing-room formality that this society at times seemed to impose on itself, and we ended the evening in high hilarity, the men with pipes and whisky, the ladies with glasses of dark port. It was ‘nap or nothing’ for a finish, and, after the pool had been swollen with repeated failures, John Colville collared the booty by a spectacular exhibition of luck and skill amid applause.


The night was frosty and moonlit. The yardman, with his lantern, was helping to back ponies into traps. Motor-engines murmured. John Colville bustled to and fro with presents of game to each member of the party. They all shook me heartily by the hand, and hoped I should like farming.


I stood by Mr Colville’s side as he gave orders to the man for the morrow’s work, listening to the last horse’s hoofs clattering down the road. Then we returned to the house and bed.


I looked out of my bedroom window. The stillness of trees and buildings in the moonlight was like a consciousness of age. That is the hunter’s moon,’ Mr Colville had told me. Here, indeed, she was a presence and a personality, that had been but one light among a myriad in the city’s midnight day.


There was the rustling of beasts in straw, the cough of a horse, the splash of a rat in the pond. Life here seemed awed, but not sleeping.



















Chapter 2 





At cock-crow came the sound of feet and voices outside; gruff ‘Morning, Bills’ and ‘Morning, Berts.’ Then, after a silence, the tramp of horses, with chains rhythmically jingling, fading in the distance. Pails rattled. Somebody whistled a tune to which I had danced a year ago, and broke off to cry, ‘Goo on then, old cow!’


There was a tap on my door, and Mr Colville’s voice said, ‘Awake, young fellow?’


I jumped out of bed, splashed in some cold water, and dressed. I found Mr Colville in the kitchen, pouring out a cup of tea. He poured out one for me also, dark and hot. I had no more than sipped mine when he had finished his and was reaching for his cap. I drank the rest hurriedly from the saucer, and followed him out. As I passed along the side of the house a mat came hurtling down from an upper window, narrowly missing my head. I caught just a glimpse of busy bare arms and flashing spectacles up there before another followed the first. As I looked back, I saw a boy gathering them up and putting them across a line to be beaten. Millicent, the maid, was no respecter of persons when the tornado of work was in her, I was to learn.


Mr Colville showed me the autumn work in full swing on the farm – the ploughing of stubbles, the carting of mangolds, the drilling of corn. I had arrived at the beginning of the farm year, he explained to me. This year’s harvest was already forgotten, next year’s being prepared for. Our walk was accompanied by audible musings on his part as to what crop this or that field should be set to grow next. I returned to breakfast with an inkling of the complexity of farming, and a burdening consciousness of my own ignorance.


After breakfast I helped Midden, the yardman, to pack the game in hampers for London. I endeavoured, too, to be of some help in putting the pony into the trap. In such a slight matter as buckling a strap, affixing a trace to a hock, my fingers were vague and fumbling. Midden had finished on his side before I had much more than begun, and was round beside me altering what I had done wrong, undoing the trace I had at last fastened to untwist it. I felt as clumsy as the oaf that he seemed, with his squat shape and receding brow and chin, while his fingers worked with the deft, unhurried speed that should have belonged to mine.


When all was ready, he went into the harness-room and put on a black corduroy coat over his sleeved waistcoat in which he ordinarily worked, and perched a flat black cap on his head, which gave him a funereal look. He planted a whip in the socket at the side of the trap. I mounted first, and held the reins while he got in. The pony started off eagerly, and he bumped into his seat. We rounded a corner of the buildings with an inch to spare. The wheels crackled on the flints. There was a thrill of speed in our fifteen miles an hour.


The pony goes well,’ I remarked.


‘Yes, she’s a good pony,’ Midden replied. ‘She’ll trot from here to Stambury in an hour – that’s twelve miles. But the road ain’t no place for a horse nowadays.’


Then he told me how in the old days, before the coming of motors, the farmers of the neighbourhood used to race one another to market in gigs, and race home again at night without any lamps. 


I asked him how that could have been, since on a dark night it must have been impossible to see a vehicle coming in the opposite direction. But he replied that horses could see in the dark, and used to get out of each other’s way.


‘Sometimes you never knew you was passing anyone till they was right by you, nearly cutting your wheel off, and you felt the wind in your face or heard the chap holler “Good night.”’


And the farmers were often half boozed, in any case, Midden added, and that in those days it did not matter, as a horse could be trusted to take a chap home right to the door as long as it wasn’t interfered with, whereas now, with a motor, you have to be as sober as a judge or you are soon into something.


Midden sighed for those days.


‘Why, anybody then would give a fellow a pint of beer for the asking – beer like what you can’t get for sixpence a pint to-day.’ He shook his head. ‘It ain’t right. Chaps what work on the land need beer. It puts a heart into them.’


I noticed the sign of an inn ahead. It was called ‘Woodman Spare the Tree’. And the tree had been spared to be a summer blessing to many generations of beer-drinkers, for it stood, an oak, on a triangle of grass before the inn, with a bench beneath. A loaded wagon was already drawn up there, and a man was sitting, mug in hand, under the yellowing foliage.


Whether Midden’s remarks had been timed for the moment of the appearance of the inn on the road I did not know, but, taking them as a delicate hint, I suggested he should pause and have a drink at my expense.


‘Well, thank you, sir, kindly,’ he said, and drew up at the door.


We went into the bar, where a pretty girl of fifteen or so came to take our order. I asked Midden what he would like, my knowledge of beer being as limited as my knowledge of farming. He said he would like a pint of ‘old and mild’. Not to appear finicky, I, too, ordered a pint of old and mild, though what kind of drink that might be I did not know, and I wondered however I should be able to drain the vast mug that the girl was taking down for it.


She told Midden that her father had gone to Stambury to the market. Though she tended the bar in her father’s absence, she had none of the brazen qualities of the traditional barmaid, but spoke shyly, and her face had a delicate beauty in the gloomed air. She retired into the tap-room, and, stooping gracefully in a kind of natural curtsey, drew our beer from two of a noble row of barrels. One, I gathered, contained old beer and the other mild – a favourite mixture in these parts.


She bore the brimming mugs to us, for which I paid.


In the bar parlour were skittles and a machine that promised music for a penny. I placed a penny in the slot, and it went rattling away into the innards of the machine. The depths were stirred. Like a lion roused by a tickling straw it gave out a jangling tune. The first ended, another started with hardly a pause, and then another. The suddenness and loudness of the noise caused Midden to glance out to see that the pony had not been startled. He and the young lady gazed at each other and then at me. I felt apologetic.


‘You’re fond of music, I expect?’ said Midden.


I nodded, and smiled at the publican’s daughter through the din, who gave me a ghost of an answer and disappeared inwards.


Midden and I took our mugs, and went out and sat on the bench under the oak-tree. Still the machine could be heard pounding out its inevitable music like a robot run amok. It ceased at last. Never had there been such a pennyworth.


Midden exchanged a greeting with the man on the bench. In the blessed silence we gazed up into the foliage.


‘I should like to have as many sovereigns as there’s been pints of beer drunk under this tree,’ Midden remarked thoughtfully.


‘I reckon it would take you all your life a’carting of them home,’ said the other.


Midden put back his head and drank. The sight startled and fascinated me, for he literally poured the beer into him without swallowing. I had never seen it done before, but it seemed to me a waste of beer, for how could he possibly taste it? I was making slow progress with my mugful, though I drank with all my might. As I put my head into the pot the beer seemed like a brown lake before my eyes, never to be drained.


‘It ain’t too hot, sir, is it?’ Midden asked, smiling.


‘Hot? No, of course not. Why?’


‘Well, you drink it as though it were.’ At which they both laughed.


Another man drove up to the inn with a wagonette. He wore an antique bowler, green on top, as though the nap had turned into moss. He had small keen eyes and a brilliant smile. He brought a mug out under the tree, and lost no time in getting into conversation with me. He spoke very fast, and much of what he said was lost to me. I learnt that he was a carrier and dealer of the neighbourhood. He was full of wonders of the farming world – a marvellously good crop here, an incredibly meagre one there – and of market information. Pigs, chickens, bullocks, eggs, potatoes – he knew the current values of all. Village women entrusted him with their shopping orders (his pockets were full of little lists), so the town shopkeepers sought his custom, and gave him a bonus on the trade he brought them. He paid cash for the goods, and gave the village people credit, which was an inducement to the villagers.


‘There’s plenty of people set up against me in the carrying trade, but they can’t stick it; no, sir, they can’t stick it. They start all of a bustle, and say, “I’ll make it hot for you, Stebling.” “All right, so you may,” says I, and in a little while they are broke. But old Stebling, he keeps on, sir; yes, he keeps on. I’ve never missed a market-day once in all these years. How old do you think I am?’


I looked at him, and judged by the brown hair under his hat and the smooth rosy face that he was forty-five.


He laughed heartily. ‘I am sixty to-day. I’ve been carrying for nigh forty years. And I shall go on, sir. I shan’t stop till I die. It would wholly craze me to sit afore the fire all day. Yes, sir, I am sixty years old, and I’ve never had an ache or pain in my life.’


‘What do you eat?’ I asked, seeking the secret, journalist fashion.


‘I eat pork, sir.’


‘What else?’


‘Nothing else, sir, except bread and ‘taters.’


‘You mean to say you eat pork every day?’


‘Four times a day, winter and summer, except when I go to market. Then I often bring some kippers back; I usually eat one on the way home.’


‘But how do you cook it?’


‘Bless you, sir, I don’t trouble a-cooking it. I eat it raw, bones and all. It’s rare tasty so.’


‘But it must be like leather.’


‘What I can’t chew I swallow.’ He snapped his small white teeth at me. ‘I can tear anything with my teeth. I’ve never had the toothache in my life, nor the bellyache. Why, I can lift a pail of water in my teeth.’


I appeared incredulous.


‘Will you bet me a shilling I can’t?’ Stebling asked.


‘Done.’


The next minute he was filling a bucket at the pump. He brought it to me, as full as it could hold, then bent down and, fastening on the handle with his teeth, raised the bucket three feet from the ground with his hands behind him. He grinned at me victoriously.


I gave him the shilling. He span it, caught it, and put it in his pocket. He finished his beer and said, ‘Well, I mustn’t stop about. I’ll wish you gentlemen good morning.’


Midden and the other man were standing by the trace-horse of the wagon, a long-maned chestnut, while Midden ran his hand down one of its forelegs. Then they stood back and surveyed it together. I had still nearly half a mug of beer to dispose of, but I paused and forgot it, for the scene before me had the tranced quality of a picture, with all its significance of attitude. I found it difficult for the moment to rid myself of the fancy that I had sat down on a seat in a picture-gallery, and if I turned my head aside I should see the fashionable crowd of a private-view day – the wagon of faded red and blue with its piled load of sacks, the horses, the two men conferring in a whiff of tobacco-smoke, our own gig, and the inn behind with the welcoming gloom of its open doorway, the sun shining mistily upon all, and the litter of autumn on the grass.


Finding my hand grasping a mug and not a catalogue, however, I experienced the happy strangeness of waking into the scene. The mug was tilting; the men’s backs were towards me. I let it tilt, and surreptitiously gave the rest of my beer to the roots of the tree. I looked up to find a face peeping at me from behind the curtains of a window. I was a stranger, an object of secret scrutiny by the young lady whose eyes fled mine in public. I was filled with confusion, feeling that my action would be taken as a slight upon the beer; nor could it possibly have been construed as an accident.


The men were standing by a corner of the wagon. joined them, and found them with their heads together over a handful of wheat which the wagoner had extracted from a hole in the corner of a sack. They discussed it, moving the grains about, Midden admitting that it was good big-bodied wheat, but that his master had some just as good. They exchanged statistics of coombs and acres, each seeming to have a wonder to relate of rich-yielding harvest, and their chanted figures had a poetic value.


I was surprised to find them so interested in these things. The wagoner was as pleased with Midden’s appreciation of the trace-horse as though it were his own animal, and they discussed another man’s wheat with professional zeal.


We mounted the gig and moved on. I caught a glimpse of the face at the window watching us away.


Having despatched the hampers of game at the station, we called at the yard of a man who designated himself ‘Agricultural Engineer’, and took in some ploughshares. We arrived back at the farm just at lunch-time.


After lunch, Mr Colville put me into the charge of a youth who was passing out towards the fields with a horse to do some harrowing. There arose some doubt as to my boots. Mr Colville looked dubiously at them.


‘You’ll spoil them boots on the clods; they are market boots. You want some rough ones for the land.’


I assured him that they were as supplied for mountaineering and tramping holidays, and I had bought them specially for hard work. But he was not convinced. I, too, had some misgiving, observing my feet. In town they had seemed symbolic of my robust intention, but here, where all was work-worn, they had an elegant look. The youth, too, when we were in the fields, said, ‘They are gentleman’s boots.’


The stigma of gentleman rankled.


I threw myself whole-heartedly into the business of harrowing. The boy, whose name was Jack, explained to me how easy it was, if one turned the horse about too sharply at the end of the field, to turn the harrows over. That, I was given to understand, was the beginner’s invariable mistake. I assured him I would be particularly careful in this respect, and I rather prided myself, after the first few bouts, on showing my capacity for learning from the experience of other people. But in an unguarded moment I allowed the horse to turn in too small a circle, and the harrows with a wild clatter piled themselves on top of one another.


I was angry with myself, angry with Jack for his grin as he came across the field to me, angry with the horse. I was already beginning to feel that I could not touch anything without making an ass of myself.


‘That’s all right. You’ll soon get into the way of it,’ said the boy encouragingly, as he wrestled with the harrows. Teeth and chains had become closely tangled in an instant as by the waving of the confuser’s wand. At length all was straightened out again, and I continued my journeys across the field. Jack left me to it, and busied or amused himself by burning the dead grass in heaps that the harrows had pulled out.


I remembered then a poem of Hardy’s: 






Only a man harrowing clods


   In a slow, silent walk,


With an old horse that stumbles and nods


   Half asleep as they stalk.


Only thin smoke without flame


   From the heaps of couch-grass.


But this will go onward the same


   Though Dynasties pass.








I had become that traditional figure.


Apt as these meditations were, they were not good for harrowing, for, while my mind had wandered, so had my horse. Half asleep or not, it had left an ever-widening portion unharrowed, and I had to pull it back sharply to the true course. Then I found a fault in the poem, in the light of my new experience.






Only a man harrowing  …








Why the belittlement of that word ‘only’? Had Hardy ever done any harrowing he would not have written a stanza suggesting that man and horse alike were half asleep and vacant, that they just walked on and on, no matter how or where. He would have found, as I found, that, despite appearances, one’s mind is kept fully occupied seeing that none of the work is missed, that one does not overturn the harrows, that none of them is clogged or caught up in one another. Stumble, yes; but that has nothing to do with drowsiness, but the unevenness of the ground: in fact, one has to be particularly nimble-footed to keep one’s balance.


Hardy, I saw, despite the legend of his rural understanding, had the non-ruralist’s attitude – that of one who had not gone to the heart of the matter, the attitude of ‘only’. Only a man harrowing, only a man ploughing, only a man guiding a manure-cart through a gate. And if the stranger tried he would overturn the harrows, knock down the gate-post, and smash the plough. The labourer, with the respect born of knowledge, does not regard these affairs as semi-automatic – given in, as it were, with the landscape – but has an eye to the manner of the job.


So I was beginning to understand; and I was as busy as I had ever been in my life as I moved across the field with my horse, looking no doubt as drowsy as could be to any nature poet who happened to be passing on the road.


I did not even look about me; my eyes were kept noting deviations on the horse’s part, and my hands checking them. For I found that a horse moving slowly responds only gradually to the rein, and a slight gap in the work must widen before it can close again, even if the rein is pulled the moment the harrow-lines part from one another. Only at the headlands, after I had turned and made ready for the next bout, did my eyes take a holiday in the brown landscape and its purple distances.


About a quarter past four we returned to the farm, as Jack had pigs to feed, and needed the horse, he said, for the litter-cart. Now, neither Mr nor Mrs Colville had mentioned the matter of meal times to me, and, as I had been given afternoon tea at about four-fifteen the day before when I arrived, which had been followed by dinner at seven o’ clock, I naturally concluded that this was the usual regime.


I went into the house, but found no sign of tea in any room, nor was there any stirring saving the ticking of a clock. I wandered out again, and watched Jack feeding the pigs, helped him by carrying slopping pails of barley-meal, which gave my boots a less genteel appearance. At the first rattle of a pail the pigs set up a pathetic squealing, and, when one pen was temporarily lulled with a pailful, the laments of the others rose to a hysteria of anxiety at the sight of their brothers being fed before them. By the time we had brought the refilled buckets to the second pen, the first had finished theirs, and were wailing for more. Thus the chorus went on, in strophe and antistrophe, till all were filled and slept.


I returned to the house. It was now nearly five o’clock, and I saw that the table was laid in the dining-room. I waited awhile, and presently Mrs Colville came in from the drawing-room with a young woman of about twenty-five, pale, dressed in a fluttering frock. Not by any means did she look the robust country-woman, yet I learned that her father and brothers were farmers. The teapot arrived in the hands of the vigorous maid, capped and cuffed, now, and generally starched into a semblance of restraint.
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