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A NOTE ON THE TEXT





As It Was was first published in 1926 by William Heinemann Ltd, and World Without End in 1931; then Heinemann published a combined volume in 1935. Faber and Faber issued their combined edition in 1956, and in the paperback edition of 1972, Myfanwy Thomas added a key to the characters’ names. This Carcanet edition is the first to appear with the real names in the text.


The section of Letters and ‘A Remembered Harvest’ are taken from Time & Again: memoirs and letters by Helen Thomas, edited by Myfanwy Thomas, published by Carcanet in 1978. The letter from Helen to Robert Frost is previously unpublished, and is printed here with the kind permission of Myfanwy Thomas and of Dartmouth College Library. One sketch, ‘Men and Books’ has been omitted, and a memoir of W.H. Hudson has been added: this was inadvertently omitted from Time & Again, and was published privately by The Fleece Press in 1984.


The memoir of her childhood by Myfanwy Thomas has been extracted from a longer work, One of these fine days, published by Carcanet in 1982 and still in print.






















PREFACE





It is good – as we say in the country – to be ‘lived and spared’ to see this new edition of the writings of our mother, Helen Thomas, with fresh photographs, under one roof from one publisher.


Strange now to look back on our thoughts and reactions – Merfyn’s, Bronwen’s and mine – when As It Was first appeared. We were proud of our mother, but while my brother and sister were grown-ups, I, still a schoolgirl, became shyer than ever. I think we were abashed at the unaccustomed frankness of the language, while being moved to tears by some of the passages. It was a relief that the names of the characters were disguised and that the author had used only her initials. We rejoiced for our mother that she was invited to literary parties and made a fuss of: she had a beautiful, extravagant evening-dress made, with a necklace of sparkly beads specially dyed to match the flounced material. Perhaps Merfyn and Bronwen discussed the book, up in London, but we did not speak of it together when I went home for the school holidays. I think we felt a little isolated from Mother at that time, though I remember Merfyn, always warm-hearted and generous, shyly telling Mother that he was proud to be the hero of the book.


I hope no one will be distressed to see that the real names, which had to be disguised originally, have now been restored. In 1926 and 1931, when As It Was and World Without End were first published in separate volumes, most of the people written of were still living.


There was a wonderful tribute to the books on the radio by Vita Sackville-West, when she was reviewing World Without End published under Mother’s full name. I was in the typing pool of the BBC then, and our chief, Miss Banks, called me to check the script; we were both in tears after reading it. The first book came in for some black marks: banned in Boston, mocked by a famous writer in a literary weekly; and Robert Frost was so outraged by it that he removed the dedication to Helen from a selection of his poems. Later one of his disciples recalled Frost’s saying, with waspish scorn, that Edward’s wife had insulted her husband’s manhood by writing of his inexperience. Fortunately my mother did not hear of the remark. Strange that he should have had such a conventional notion of manliness, which showed even in the early days of their friendship, when Frost and others, led by my father, were turned out of a wood by a gamekeeper. My father, being a true countryman, understood that the gamekeeper was doing his job, albeit in a surly manner, but Frost was near to calling him a coward for not squaring up to the gamekeeper and knocking him down. Referring to the incident in one or two letters to Frost from the Front, my father told his friend he could not make himself climb up the inside of a small factory chimney for reconnaissance purposes, implying wryly that Frost was right to think him a coward.


But all of this, causing hurt and pride by turns, was of no consequence against the growing awareness of the poems, which the books – now under one cover – had certainly stimulated. As It Was and World Without End had been written as therapy, to try to rouse Helen from the terrible lethargy and desolation which followed Edward’s death in 1917, ending in a serious breakdown in the mid–1920s. She had no idea of publishing her memories – ‘Write about the happy times with Edward,’ friends suggested – but once started, their story in all its heights of joy and depths of despair had to be written. It was Middleton Murry, to whom a friend showed the manuscript, who encouraged her; he published the chapter dealing with the birth of their son in The Adelphi quarterly magazine.


And now Helen’s writing and her efforts – talks, articles, broadcasts, readings – have gradually led to her dearest wish and object of her life being fulfilled: Edward is firmly established as an English poet. Twenty years after his death the Memorial Stone was set on the Shoulder of Mutton hill near Steep, unveiled by the Poet Laureate John Masefield, born in the same year as my father. Scarcely an anthology has not at least one Thomas poem; a great many compilers, alas, look to other anthologies and so ‘Adlestrop’ is repeated over and over. Then, since Helen’s death almost exactly fifty years after Edward’s, the beautiful windows engraved by Laurence Whistler at Eastbury and at Steep; plays, recitals, documentaries, even an opera planned, questions on his work in school examinations. Lastly the noble stone in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner, with the names of sixteen poets of the First World War, and at the unveiling, the moving tributes to and readings from the poets’ works by Sir Michael Howard, Ted Hughes the Poet Laureate, Jill Balcon – widow of another Poet Laureate, C. Day-Lewis – and Stephen Lushington, the son of my father’s C.O. in France. Many of Edward’s family were there, nieces, nephews, great-nephews, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. And those I thought of and missed so keenly during the proud ceremony were, I am certain, high up in the dusk amidst the voices and the music surging in the lacy fan vaulting and the sturdy oaken rafters, along with Chaucer, Milton, Hardy and a great company.




 





Myfanwy Thomas


Eastbury, 1987     
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I remember so well that very first meeting. We lived then in a little new villa in a row, in a new road quite near Wandsworth Common. The front room was the dining-room, and the piano was there; the back room at the end of the passage looking on to the tiny garden, which was kept full of flowers, was my father’s study. This was lined with books, and in the middle of the room was his knee-hole writing-table. On the table were scattered papers, his tin of Three Castles cigarettes, and his small tumbler of weak whisky and water. As a child I used to marvel at the way he puffed the smoke out of his mouth after sipping whisky and water. He smoked and sipped all day, while he wrote with his thin, delicate hand in his small, thick writing, or lay on the sofa by the window reading the three-volume novels which he reviewed for part of his living. My father had a name as an essayist and critic among a small public, but he had to eke out his means with reviewing and journalism, and we had just moved from Liverpool to London so that he could be more in touch with literary affairs.


Our house was comfortable and pleasant and very cosy, with people always coming and going. My mother and father were both very sociable and hospitable, and, though there cannot have been much money, owing to my mother’s wonderful management there was always everything we wanted, and the unexpected guests who often turned up were warmly welcomed. My father’s study was the general sitting-room, and here all visitors were invited. Nothing disturbed my father at his work so much as to be left alone. Often when my mother thought we were getting too noisy for him, we would creep out unnoticed by him into the dining-room, but in a few minutes we would hear his strange halting step in the passage, and his voice asking why we had left him, and back we would all have to troop, to read aloud, play games, talk and laugh, while he wrote an essay or reviewed a book.


Our life was very happy, very social, very united. We were unconventional, though in no startling way – just informal and unselfconscious. A good deal of freedom of movement was allowed to us children, and freedom of speech and thought; and so far we had all pulled together, interested in new movements – ‘well up in things’, I think we should have said – mainly artistic and especially of course literary – and with wide views on religious and social questions. We all went to the Unitarian Church on Sunday, though neither of my parents belonged to this denomination, Father having been born and bred a Churchman, while Mother came of stout dissenting stock. But I expect they were drawn to the Unitarians by the semi-literary, semi-philosophical, nature of the sermons. We were poorer than most of the congregation, our income being very irregular our ways were not so bound by the conventions that seem to be set up by a regular flow of money. By the well-to-do of our type we should have been called Bohemians.


I think at this time we were all at home: that is, my eldest sister Irene; myself, seventeen and just left school; and my youngest sister, Mary, still at school. Both my sisters were clever, and had carried everything before them at school. I hated school, where my sisters’ brilliance threw into sharp relief my own incapacity, and I had begged to leave and be at home with my father, whom I adored.


I remember that afternoon. We knew the strange boy was coming. Our Unitarian minister had asked my father to look at some of his work and see if it was any good, and Father had thought so highly of it that we had already nicknamed the boy ‘The Genius’. Perhaps we had been told he was shy; anyway we left the study and went into the dining-room, and when he came he was shown straight in to Father, who was waiting for him. We girls were playing The Mikado on the piano and singing, and between whiles laughing and talking of the boy and wondering what he would be like, and I think feeling a slight, amused prejudice against him for being shy and serious and clever. Soon, when we thought Father had had enough of him to himself, we thought we should like to see him, but my two sisters drew back at the door; so I went in alone. I opened the door, feeling silly, and giggling, because of the rather extravagant things we had been saying about him; and just inside the door, standing by the bookshelves with an open book in his hand, he stood, so that I came upon him sooner than I had expected. This made me laugh the more, or feel inclined to laugh, had not his face, into which I looked, immediately changed my mood. My father introduced us and our eyes met – the boy’s solemn grey eyes rather over-shadowed by drooping lids with long lashes. He did not smile, but looked very steadily at me and I at him as he took my hand with a very hard and long grip. I remember feeling pleasure in that first touch and thinking ‘I like him; I like the way he shakes hands and the straight, intense look in his eyes.’ After I came in, the talk lagged, my father doing his best to keep things going, but Edward was too shy and constrained by my presence to be able to talk. And soon he went, refusing to stay to tea to meet my sisters. I can’t remember if he dwelt much in my thoughts after the first meeting, but I do remember that though I thought him shy and awkward and silent I liked him and wanted to see him again.


Edward was tall – just six feet – and slim, with a broad chest and shoulders, which he carried well – loose-limbed and athletic. He had a beautifully shaped head with a fine brow, and his thick fair hair, worn rather long, curled a little over his forehead and ears. His nose was long and straight, his mouth very sensitive, with the upper lip slightly overhanging the lower. The chin was strong. The eyes were grey and dreamy and meditative, but fearless and steady, and as if trying to pierce the truth itself. It was a most striking face, recalling a portrait of Shelley in its sensitive, melancholy beauty. His hands were large and powerful, and he could do anything with them from the roughest work to the most delicate: they symbolize for me his strength and tenderness. It is his hands even more than his beautiful face that remain in my vision when I think of him; I shall never forget them.


He came often, and always Father liked to have him alone, but shortly before he went I used to slip in and try to talk to him. I have no recollection of how we got on, but I think not very well, because his shyness made me shy.


My father helped him a great deal with advice about writing and reading, and with Father he got on well and talked well, whose genial kindness and interest slowly broke down Edward’s reserve. My father became very fond of him and used to call him Phil, because his first name was Philip, and my parents had had a little boy called Philip who had died as a baby, and by a strange coincidence Edward’s features and general colouring were very like this baby boy’s, and I believe my father felt that this was his boy – the boy of his heart, loving the things he loved, and seeking self-expression in the same way that my father had sought it. My mother, on the other hand, grew to dislike him. She was jealous. She could find in this quiet, reserved, clever boy no point of contact, though as a rule she got on splendidly with boys, and preferred them to girls, and many came to the house, but none like this one. The boys she liked were jolly, frank, well-mannered, easy creatures, intelligent enough most of them, though hardly ever speaking seriously of things, but genial and cheery, and who found her a very congenial hostess.


At this time Edward talked exclusively of the books he was reading – buying when he could, or borrowing from my father – and my appearance in the study stopped all talk except what could be dragged out of him by questions. I do not want to give the impression that his manners were those of a hobbledehoy, for though he was very shy and reserved, he had a natural courtesy and distinction of manner, which, though perhaps stiff for a boy of his age, was always dignified.


His writing was devoted almost entirely to descriptions of nature, of clouds, sky, trees and landscapes, and I had read and liked very much some of his essays. My father got several of them accepted by a weekly paper of which he was then co-editor, and the Globe printed some, and Father was encouraging him all he could with appreciation and advice and help. This period is a little vague for me, for I was outside it and was conscious of no attraction towards him beyond the impression, still very distinct, made by that first surprisingly firm grip, and that straight look, which made me patient with his silence, his shyness and his awkwardness.


I had always had a strong yearning for the country. Our life had been spent in towns in the north of England, and owing to my father’s invalidism we were not, as so many children are, taken out for long walks by our father, and our times in the country had been confined to our summer holidays in north Wales. But I loved the country, and Edward’s knowledge of country things gave us a common interest and subject of conversation, so that slowly we got to easier – though even now not very easy – terms until one day my father said to Edward. ‘Here’s Helen dying for the country, and a good walker; why don’t you take her, and show her some of the places you know?’


Before this happened we had moved to a much bigger and nicer house in a better neighbourhood. It had a very pretty garden, which had been part of an orchard, and had several fruit trees in it – one, a very beautiful old cherry tree, always lovely to look at, and full of fruit in the season. A forked branch made a comfortable seat, and I often sat up there reading, and I remember how Edward once found me, with bare feet and legs, eating cherries and reading, and his surprise and pleasure at finding me unembarrassed by his seeing me like that. The study in this house had french windows opening on to the garden, and so in summer time the garden became our general gathering-place, and the cherry tree’s branches provided seats for several of the company. It was from this house that we set off for our first walk to Merton.


Merton was then a pretty rural place, with fields and lanes and footpaths and woods. We walked to it through a wilderness of mean streets, and I can’t remember that we talked much. Now it was I who was shy, and conscious of my intellectual   inferiority, and I tried to talk ‘up’ to him, and became more self-conscious and said stupid things. But it was on this first walk that I spoke of the picture of a titmouse in a natural history which Edward had showed me some time before. It was a coloured illustration, and I could not believe that the colours were natural, and that such a lovely bright bird was really a common English, even London, bird. My short sight and lack of observation made me ignorant of even the most commonly known facts of natural history, and this picture impressed me very much, and I told Edward as we went along how I had dreamt of a titmouse, only it was gigantic in size, and the colours of its plumage very, very vivid. He was delighted and amused at this, and this simple incident put us quite at ease with each other. We spoke of poetry, too, of Wordsworth particularly. I told him I didn’t care for him because he was ‘sentimental’, which shocked Edward, and made me feel ashamed. Afterwards, when I got home, I read some of the poems he had spoken about, and from that talk my appreciation of poetry began.


I remember in that first walk how we scrambled about in a little roadside copse. It must have been winter or early spring, for the trees were bare, and Edward showed me many old nests, telling me the names of the birds which had made them, and pointing out to me their special characteristics. Later on he brought me as a present a most beautifully compact, moss-covered nest of a chaffinch, which I could hardly believe was the work of a bird, and all my wonder pleased and amused him in his grave way. In that copse were many burdocks, and I remember asking him to throw some of the burrs on to my skirt, so that I could prove to my people I had really been into the country.


I enjoyed that walk. It was an utterly new experience for me. Everything was new – the very exercise which I found so delightful was new; the country so near to home; my companion, the first boy I had ever been on such terms with. And all his knowledge of everything we saw, and all his intimacy – everything lifted me at once into a new world.


I was at this time about eighteen, and he nine months younger.


We came back to tea in the dusk of the evening, very happy together, and with very much of our former constraint worn away. But even now I felt he was ‘The Genius’ and I a very ordinary girl, as indeed I was.


After that he came and went, talking with my father, and more now with me, and accepted by my mother in a grudging way. In a little while we had arranged to go on another walk, and my father was delighted with the success of his idea.


This time we were to take the train to Barnes, and walk up Priory Lane and over Richmond Park to the heronry where once at night Edward had climbed to get a heron’s egg. I remember the place, which was near a big lake, and the tall trees (were they Scotch pines, or elms?) in which the huge, untidy, insecure nests were built, looking more like rafts of twigs than nests. I, with my dizzy head, could not endure it when he – to show me his prowess, I expect – began to climb the straight tall trunk of one of them.


He told me of his fishing exploits, and of the big pike he had caught in the pond near by, for he was always a keen fisherman, and we spoke of Izaak Walton whom I had read. I learnt here the names of several wild flowers, especially the little low-growing kinds – tormentil was one: I have never forgotten it, and its tiny bright flower always brings me back to Richmond Park, and that day. He found me a good walker; I did not get tired, nor lag behind, but we stepped out eagerly and joyfully always.


Of these walks we took many, but only one other is clearly recalled to my memory. We went again to Merton, and talked of Shelley, whom we were both reading and both very full of. His life I knew very well, and he had for long been a hero of mine. It was his love of freedom, his hatred of injustice and tyranny that I chiefly responded to, I think, but also his spiritual beauty caught up my dawning perception of poetry. That day we talked of Shelley, and Edward had in his pocket a pretty little volume of selected lyrics – the flapping of a book in his jacket pocket as he strode along with his long sweeping stride is one of my earliest and latest memories of Edward – and we read ‘Adonais’ and the ‘West Wind’ and ‘Love’s Philosophy’ and ‘Epipsychidion’ together.


Coming home from Merton, not yet having left the country roads, and in the sunset-flushed mist of an autumn afternoon, as we walked side by side, silent for the most part, but deeply conscious of happiness and friendship, he took my hand, and I, full of a new wonder and a new fear, and a new something –I could not tell what, let him walk thus. When we got home he would not come in to tea, but as we said good-bye at the gate he asked me to keep the Shelley for my own, and I took it, but did not want to, and yet could not tell why.


I was a plain girl, morbidly conscious of intellectual and physical deficiencies. I had often cried bitterly in the thought that no man could ever love me, and that my longing for children would never be satisfied. I had so persuaded myself of this that it never entered my mind as a possibility until that moment when Edward took my hand; and even then I did not consciously think of love; all I felt was an unrest, a fear, a thrill, perhaps also a hope.


I was very affectionate, and almost painfully grateful to people who showed me affection, but conscious of my own unworthiness and with a constant distrust of myself. I think this was partly due to the contrast to myself in my two sisters, one older and one younger. Both were clever and self-confident and admired. They both succeeded where I failed, and my mother constantly said to me when she was irritated by her ugly duckling, ‘Why can’t you be like your sister Mary?’ and that remark made it more and more and more difficult for me to attain that ideal, and I shrank further into my shell of self-distrust.


I loved all children passionately, especially young babies. I loved to see a pregnant woman – I almost adored while I envied her. I desired love, but only, at any rate consciously, in an emotional or spiritual form, for I did not comprehend physical love, and the whole thing was very mysterious to me, and my mother had always refused to discuss the subject. I yearned vaguely for freedom, for something more than this quiet home life, where my mother’s word was law. I had begun to have different tastes from the others. In dress, for instance, I took to what were then called Liberty dresses, very simple and plain in line, but of beautiful colours and ornamented with embroidery. The fashions then made this style of dress conspicuous, and my sisters laughed at it, but I was getting to the priggish stage, and I am sure I thought myself superior. I wanted less furniture in my bedroom, and more air, and I read Ruskin and Morris and became their disciple. Edward and I read Carlyle’s French Revolution, and particularly Wilhelm Meister, which we loved, and which influenced us very much, me specially perhaps in my natural instinct for unreserve and freedom and frankness of speech.


I was at that age plain, with a round healthy face and small nose; rather serious in expression, but not entirely unattractive. I had a lot of dark brown hair, which I wore parted in the middle with long plaits wound round my head – a simple style suiting my dress and my general seriousness. I was straight and tallish, and my own well-shaped and strong and – as I think now – really lovely body gave me intense delight. I loved being without clothes, and moving about naked, and I took a pride in my health and strength. Edward and I read Richard Jefferies, and with delight I found the joy in one’s body spoken of there as if it was right and good. For with my old distrust of myself I had wondered if the joy I felt in my body indicated some moral deficiency in me, as my mother’s teaching had been in direct opposition to what I felt so instinctively.


Edward and I were getting much less reserved together, and talked of anything and everything – of poetry a great deal – Keats, Shelley, Coleridge, Wordsworth and Tennyson chiefly, I think – oh, and Byron too: indeed we read all from Chaucer onwards; all was grist to the mills of our devouring minds. Also we began to speak of ourselves, our hopes, our feeling about life, our intimate thoughts and experiences.


It must have been about this time that I introduced myself to Edward’s parents and brothers. He was the eldest of six boys. He had no sisters, and except for brief, awkward attractions for one or two girls who lived near, I was the first girl he had ever become friendly with. He knew nothing of girls; less than I of boys, for though I had never been attractive to boys – my sister Mary taking all these honours – I had met many at home, but had never had a friend among them.


Edward’s father, Mr Thomas, was a serious-minded Liberal – a self-satisfied, hard-working and conscientious civil servant, who rose in his department quite remarkably. He was the thick-set, short, dark type of Welshman, handsome, but to me unattractive. He was a Nonconformist, and a student, with a very narrow view of life which made him an extremely unsympathetic father. All the boys except Edward were like their father in appearance, but not one of them like him in character. His mother was a very pretty fair-haired woman, with a sweet melancholy face, very retiring and shy and sad. Edward got his looks from his mother and much of his temperament, and so he adored her – if such a word can be used of so reserved, so undemonstrative an affection, which never wavered. A wonderful sympathy existed between these two, both too self-conscious to give it voice, but both sure of it always. The other boys, though, were beyond her understanding, and there was a strange feeling of disharmony in that house, which, after my own united family life, depressed me whenever I went there.


I went to see Mrs Thomas because I thought it only fair that, as my mother knew Edward, she should know me. I introduced myself boldly and impulsively, as I did things then. She was very kind, though shy and reserved with me; and I think liked me, anyway did not dislike me. When I returned home I told my mother about my visit and she to my great surprise and distress was very angry. She said I had behaved in a very improper way, and that I had practically announced myself as engaged to Edward. I thought her attitude and her anger ridiculous, and there began in me that antagonism to my mother which on my father’s death made home life unendurable to me.


After this visit I used often to go to Edward’s home, and became well known to his father and brothers. I tried to pierce Mrs Thomas’s deep reserve, and I believe my warm, impulsive nature did achieve something. I got on very well with both Mr and Mrs Thomas, and felt easy and confident with them. I was a new element in the house, being a girl, and as I was full of interest, and with a good deal of knowledge, though immature, of artistic things, Mr Thomas liked to talk to me, and I remember, in spite of my dislike of him, I felt flattered. Mr Thomas had a great admiration for my father, as one of the foremost literary critics of the day. Later on Mr Thomas made the acquaintance of my father, who was a man of great charm of manner and distinction of appearance, genial and humorous and sympathetic, and very generous with all he had, material and spiritual. So under the wing of my father’s reputation and personality I was made welcome at the Thomas’s and blossomed out there – freed from the everlasting comparison with my sisters.


The brothers were a strange lot of rather uncouth boys: their huge appetites and rough ways amazed me. Their parents provided no social life at home for them, and at a very early age they sought their amusements elsewhere. Edward was the only one who had a love of nature and literature. The very house seemed to me ugly and uninteresting, and there was only one room which had for me any character or charm, and this was Edward’s own room – study and bedroom in one. There he kept his collection of birds’ eggs and rods and fishing-tackle, and here he lived most of his indoor life reading or writing. A few photographs of Titian and Botticelli and Greek sculpture were pinned on to the walls, and there was a shelf of books – not many yet, for he had very little pocket money to spend. Here we were allowed to sit and talk and read, though his mother often asked if I thought my mother would like it, and sometimes, because she was so uncertain that she was doing right for her boys, she would forbid us this room, and we had to be content to sit in the cold and formal little drawing-room at the back of the house.


At this time my father, who had always been delicate, began to show signs of the tuberculosis in the throat of which he died. He was not able now to see much of Edward, and when Edward came to the house my mother’s dislike of him became more and more obvious. About the same time Edward went away for one of his long visits to Wiltshire, where his grandsmother lived, and where he could wander all day on the Downs, and tramp about the outlying country with an old vagabond from whom he had learnt much country lore, and who had first taught him how to bait a hook, and skin a mole, and shout the ‘view-hallo’ when the hunt was out.


My mother, taking advantage of all the circumstances, forbade me to have anything more to do with Edward – to write to him or receive letters from him while he was away, or to see him when he returned. My father was too ill to be appealed to, and for the first time in my life I took the law into my own hands. I wrote to him secretly, and received letters from him through a school friend of his, who was a great favourite with my mother, and who came to inquire after my father and to bring my letters with him.
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Friendship had now become unconscious love. We wrote to each other every day, concealing nothing of our thoughts and ideas and emotions, and relating all that happened to us in our daily life, and the deeper experiences of our growing consciousness. The writing of my letters and the receiving of his were to me the most wonderful experiences I had ever had. I had found the friend of my heart, and my nature, hitherto so repressed, so morbidly self-distrustful, blossomed out, and I was expressing myself easily and well, and was always brimming over with things to tell him of myself and my reading, and I gained my greatest satisfaction in his appreciation and understanding and response. During his absence in Wiltshire Edward sent me boxes of wild flowers, and a thrush’s egg – the first he had found. I have it still with the inscription I wrote on the lid of the box: ‘From my dearest friend, Edward Thomas, to be kept always in memory of a happy friendship.’


During this time my father’s illness got worse and worse, and after an operation in his throat, a few days after Edward’s return, he died. I was alone with my mother the night before his death. We had left him for a little while in the care of the nurse, to get a little much-needed sleep, but we simply lay down on the bed in our clothes, expecting to be called at any moment. While we were alone together in the early hours of the morning, my mother, using all the advantage of our relation, and of the emotional crisis through which we were passing, and which for the while brought us together, asked me to promise to give up Edward’s friendship. She saw more plainly than we where it was tending, and she so disliked Edward, and felt jealous of my growing affection for him. In the middle of a terrible discussion the nurse came to summon us to my father who was in his last agony, and when we got to his bedside he was dead.


I remember my mother fainting, and my running upstairs to wake my two sisters, and the feeling of loneliness and despair that I had lost such a dear friend and ally. I remember waiting for the morning to come which would bring Edward outside the house to ask for news, and my running out to tell him, but I cannot remember how he took it.


After my father’s death life at home became very different. His genial kindness and happiness withdrawn, my mother’s harshness became more pronounced. Quite frankly she showed that her daughters were a bother to her. She had to add to her small income by taking in boarders, and these young men – quite decent and nice of their kind – became as her family. All the affection and sympathy she failed to give to her daughters she gave to these strangers, and they and she lived in the happiest relations. My friendship with Edward when it was mentioned was always alluded to with sneers and contempt. The young men took this up, and with my mother’s approval did all they could to make things appear ridiculous. Edward never came to the house now, but though my mother had forbidden it she was powerless to prevent my meeting him and I never hid from her that we did. We met and walked and talked, and love grew.


There was no definite moment when friendship became love, but a natural merging into love as we became closer friends. At this time we both knew that the friendship between us was the happiest thing in our lives, but we did not regard the future. We were content with the present. But I remember one evening very well. It was in the spring and nearing Edward’s birthday, March 3rd. We were walking on the Common, very happy, talking of what we had been reading, what doing, what thinking, walking as usual hand in hand. In a space of silence, when thought and emotion went to and fro between us too full even for speech, I felt that wonderful experience of the first stirring of desire, though at this time it seemed half-maternal tenderness for his big, strong body, and his lovely face, and his hand holding mine, which now held his more firmly – mingled with something new and strange that I did not understand. I remember how, with that emotion flooding my being, my heart beat too fast, and my face burned, and I could have fainted with the pain and the joy of it. For it affected me as later I was affected by the first flutter of my baby in my womb.


When we reached the place for good night I could not let him go as he had always done before, but put hands round his head and drew it down to mine and kissed his mouth and looked close into his eyes. And he returned my kiss and my look, and then turned to go. But as I turned to go, too, he caught me in his arms and pressed me to him and kissed my mouth and my eyes and my neck; blindly and fiercely he kissed me, and I abandoned myself to him, not responding but just yielding myself to his kisses. When I was in my bed I could not sleep, but lay trembling half with fear, half with wonder, at what I had awakened in him. I had not known that love could be like that – so fierce, so rough, so greedy.


Quite soon after my father’s death my position at home became unbearable, and I left home to earn my living as a nursery governess with relatives of friends living at Broadstairs. I do not remember that this parting from Edward seemed terrible to us at all: we were so happy in our love, and so sure of the future. I do remember that my mother came to see me off, and that she uttered no protest and showed no surprise when Edward came too. So I left home for the first time in my life.


During the time that I was in Broadstairs, we wrote to each other every day. My letters were written last thing at night in the only time of my own that I had. My work filled my day. I had four young children to bathe, dress, teach (including piano and violin), take out for walks, and mend for; and in the evening, when they were in bed, I was expected to play cards with Mr and Mrs Webb on weekdays, and on Sundays listen patiently while Mr Webb read aloud to his patient wife and me Cary’s translation of Dante. How I used to long impatiently for ten o’clock to strike, for when the hour came we stopped the game or the reading! They went to bed, and I to my room to read over again the letter I had had in the morning, and to write all that my heart and mind were full of. Long letters they were – poured out of my brimming consciousness. We wrote of our daily lives, our thoughts, the books we were reading, and our emotions. We hid nothing of ourselves from each other, and we now looked forward to a life together, when it would be possible. Marriage did not enter into our plans, but just a passionate desire to be one in body as we were in spirit.


Looking back, it seemed to me unbelievable that we were so ignorant of physical love. But we were very ignorant and very innocent.


During this time at Broadstairs I was very happy teaching and playing with the children, with whom I got on very well. Sometimes it happened that between putting the children to bed and dinner-time I was able to slip out on to the beach just below the house, and then it was my delight to run along the sand with the wind in my hair reciting aloud Shelley’s ‘Ode to the West Wind’ or ‘Adonais’. These and most of Shelley’s lyrics and many of Keats’s I knew by heart. I remember the exhilaration I felt in those few stolen moments as the strong salty wind snatched the words from my lips, and my breath too, and how I delighted in holding my head high and not lowering it against the speed and the strength of the wind, and how the sound of the wind and of the sea drowned the sound of my voice, and how I felt my own strength and my own place in the motion and strength and sound, for love had given me a consciousness of my own part and significance in the universe I had not dreamt I should ever know.


I had been in Broadstairs for many months and I was so inexperienced and I suppose so well, and so happy with my secret, that it never occurred to me to ask for a holiday, and none was ever offered. The servants and the nurse all had their times off, but I never had any. However, one day Edward wrote to me that he was coming into Kent to Horsmonden with a friend to fish together. He had been working hard for a Civil Service Examination, and this was to be a little rest before the examination actually took place. I remember when I asked Mrs Webb for the day, and told her why, she said, as if so surprised to find I had any life more than her children provided for me, ‘Oh, I didn’t know Phyllis had got a Corydon.’ So very early one morning I set off. I had to get up at about five, for the journey was a tiresome cross-country one. The cook, who was very kind to me, had left me breakfast laid in the schoolroom, and I remember stealing downstairs so as not to wake anyone and finding to my great joy that the weather promised to be fine. I was wearing mourning for my father, but I hated it and the idea of it. I was too poor to buy a new frock for this great day; so I had made myself a white blouse to wear with my black coat and skirt; and with a big black hat, from which I had taken the black ribbon, putting instead a coloured scarf, I made the best of myself.


I remember only vaguely the journey. What I chiefly remember is the changing smell of the air from the sharp, salty sea air to the soft earthy smell of the green country. When at last I got to Horsmonden, Edward was there on the platform, and in a moment we were together. We did not speak or kiss, but when we got into the lane and I took in a great deep breath of the delicious air, he said, ‘Oh Helen, love me more than anything that you love,’ and stopped in the lane, took me in his arms and kissed me, and we leant tremblingly against each other. And I, ‘I only love other things so much because I love you, dear.’ Then we walked hand in hand silently, till we came to the top of a little hill, when he ran down, pulling me with him till we were both out of breath and laughing, and we sat down by the roadside among cow-parsley and speedwell, till we had got our breath again.


I remember every minute of that day – how we talked and talked as we walked, I not noticing where we were going, but deeply conscious of all the beauty, so strange and so especially lovely to me after the sea and the barren country just inland.


We came at last to a mill pond and to a stick planted in the bank. Here Edward leant down and pulled up a bottle of lemonade that he had let down into the cool water, and from under a bush he produced a basket full of sandwiches, eggs, cake and fruit, all wrapped up in cool leaves. Not far from the stream was a little copse, and here in the coolness, within sound of the stream, and on a carpet of dog’s mercury we sat and ate and talked. I was very hungry after my early rising, and as I sat with Edward’s arm round me, and he was stroking my hair, I soon began to feel sleepy, and when he saw that he made fun of me. It was a hot summer day, and even in the shade of the copse it was hot, and so Edward unfastened the first few buttons of my blouse to let the air in on my throat, and then with dry leaves he made a place for me to lie, and took off my shoes and stockings. And I lay down in the little place he had made for me, and he sat down by me and, kissing my eyes shut, he told me to go to sleep, and soon I was fast asleep. I don’t know how long I slept, but I think not long. I was awakened by feeling his face near to mine, and when he saw my eyes opened he kissed my eyes and my mouth and my throat, and took my head between his hands and kissed me again and again, and I, putting my arms round him, drew him to my breast, and so we lay in each other’s arms, with our hearts beating wildly together. And yet I can remember no desire for more than this; the new rapture of such an embrace contented us utterly. Then we walked through meadows and woods, and through a beautiful park, where I first learnt to distinguish trees. I remember the lime trees there and the beech, and it seems strange now that there was ever a time when I could not recognize the fine-textured skinlike bark, and the set of the trunk and branches like human limbs, and the beautiful curve that the leafy branches make, like a hand opened for giving.


For tea we made a fire and boiled a kettle. It was the first time we had had a whole day together; the first time we had eaten out of doors together; picnics had been very rare treats in my towny childhood, and this seemed to me the height of happiness. My surprise and joy and excitement in it all were as wonderful to Edward as the whole adventure was to me.


At dusk I went. He saw me off in the train, and that day ended, and we did not see each other again for many months.


During this time Edward was working for his examination, but very half-heartedly, for he hated the idea of an office life. He had very much wanted to go to Oxford, but the idea was not encouraged by his parents, partly on account of the expense and partly because his father thought that university life would encourage Edward in his desire to earn his living by writing, which his father well knew would never lead to a fortune, while fame never entered his mind as a possibility. My father’s influence had, of course, been on the side of a literary career, and so Edward’s work for the higher branch of the Civil Service was very much against the grain. About this time his first book was published. He had, during his long walks at all times of the year, kept a minute diary of natural events – birds’-nesting, flowers opening, and descriptions of the sky, and clouds and atmosphere, and all sorts of observations made from day to day. This diary he offered on my father’s advice to a firm which accepted it. I shall never forget my pride and joy when my copy of the book arrived, and how, in spite of my shyness in speaking to my employers of my own affairs, I rushed up to Mrs Webb to show her the book written by my lover and dedicated to my father. Mrs Webb admired my father’s work, and the incident led to my telling her about Edward, and after that I had an interested and sympathetic friend in her.


Soon after this I left Broadstairs. My mother said she wanted me at home, and I did stay at home with her for a little while; but the old antagonism sprang up and I could not endure it for long. I very soon got another post as a governess so that I should not be dependent on her.


She tried again to make me give up Edward, and forbade me to see him; so he could not come to the house. I lived at home, paying Mother for my keep. Each evening Edward and I met, generally on Wandsworth Common, where afar off I would recognize him by his long swinging stride, even though with my short sight I could distinguish nothing else about him. Sometimes on these evenings he would just walk with me as far as my gate, but sometimes we would go to Wimbledon Common. It was on one of these summer evenings we had been talking of Richard Jefferies and his love for the human body. We had just read his essay, ‘Nature in the Louvre’ and his description of the ‘Vénus Accroupie’, which he had admired so much. We were sitting in the undergrowth of a little copse in a remote part of the common. Edward had said that he had never seen a woman’s body, and I do not remember quite how it came about, but I quite naturally and simply, without any feeling of shyness, knelt up in our secret bower and undid my clothes, and let them fall about my knees so that to the knees I was naked. I knew my body was pretty: my breasts were firm and round and neither too small nor too large, and my neck and shoulders made a pleasant line, and my arms were rounded and white, and though my hips were small, the line of the waist was lovely. I was proud of my body, and took the most innocent pleasure in its lines and health and strength. So we knelt in the grass and dead leaves of the copse opposite to each other, he silent and I laughing with joy to feel the air on my skin, and to see his enraptured gaze. For as he knelt he gazed wonderstruck and almost adoring, quite still, quite silent, looking now and then into my eyes with serious ecstatic look, his eyes full of tenderness and love, searching mine for any sign of regret or shyness. He did not touch me, but just knelt there letting his eyes take their fill of the beauty that was filling his soul with delight. When, without a word, I lifted my clothes about me, he helping me, he only then said, ‘Helen, I did not know there was such beauty.’


He told me as we walked home that no statue or picture of a nude woman had ever given him a true idea, and that it was a far more beautiful thing than he had thought. For though he loved the Greek statues, it seemed to him that my body was far lovelier. But that was only because a warm and living thing has beauty which a stone representation of the most perfect body can never have.


We were still very ignorant of sex, and only knew in a vague way through the reading of poetry how the human sexual act was performed. I remember very well with what joy I realized that his head would be on my breast, and I would enfold him in my arms.


After that, often when we were in remote places, I undressed and lay in the long grass, often beside the infant Wandle, then still an unpolluted stream. I had always from childhood had a love of feeling the air and sun on my body, and now – to be able often to have that experience and added to it the joy of my lover’s delight – my heart was full indeed. He did not undress – at this time being shy – because he said his body would look so ugly beside mine, but he used to lie by me with one arm supporting his head while he read to me, the other over me, his hand wandering over my body as he read till it knew the curves as well as his eyes.


Desire had become more conscious and definite, and often in my breast I would experience a pleasurable pain of longing for I knew not what; I loved to feel his hand caressing me. After such a time he would help me to dress, kissing me as he did so, and I half-ashamed of his too great admiration, and wishing I was indeed all that he thought I was – wishing that I had perfect sight, wishing that my hair was not so straight and my nose was straighter, wishing that I could match his intellect and spirit, wishing that I had more to give him, and longing to give him all. But in spite of all that I knew to be imperfect in me I was utterly happy in his love, and hoped that in his heart he created beauty where none was, out of his love for me.


During these stolen hours we sometimes used to go to his home and read aloud, and sometimes we would go into town to the British Museum or the National Gallery, with Ruskin dictating our taste sometimes, and we finding it for ourselves too. Sometimes we would haunt Booksellers’ Row – that queer little back street that used to lie behind the Strand – and spend a shilling or two on a second-hand copy of some book we wanted, or having saved up would buy a new volume of Ruskin in a good edition, or Shelley or Keats. Often we had no money, and could only turn the books over, and if we saw one we wanted hope that it would be there next time we came. Sometimes we would walk all the way home, along the Embankment and over Battersea Bridge and home through Clapham Junction. Or we would walk to Hampstead and look at Keats’s house and walk on the heath where Edward would be sure to find some unexpected wild flower, or hear a bird he did not think to hear there, or notice some beautiful effect of clouds or of smoke against the blue sky. All of this was a new aspect of life to me; for my eye readily caught the beauty of a group of red roofs, and the iron-work of an old entrance gate, or the bend of a street of tall dignified houses, but nature was a sealed book to me until Edward taught me to see with new eyes and hear with new ears. And often I used to escape from home in the evening and go for little walks with him to fields and lanes whose existence so near home I had not dreamed of, and we would talk of life, and books, and love, and nature, and ourselves, and sometimes there was no need for talk – silence satisfied us more.


All this time he was working for his Civil Service Examination, and I was going to and from my work. I liked my work, which was the care of an interesting little boy of four. His parents were foreigners, the father a Russian aristocrat, fierce and cruel and tyrannous, and his mother a most lovable Austrian. She and I became, while I worked for her, great friends. They lived in a luxurious suite of rooms at the Hotel Metropole. Sometimes I would be allowed to bring the little boy home, and then Edward would meet us, and we would go for a walk, he carrying the child on his shoulders, who would delight his mother on his return with the bunches of wild flowers which she and he would arrange in cups and saucers, there being no suitable vases in their grand rooms for such simple nosegays. They left England quite suddenly, making me promise I would return to them when they came back. I promised, for I loved the mother and little boy very much, but the man I hated, and he never paid me about £20 he owed me. So I got another job, this time a resident post in a very pleasant suburb of London. Here I was fairly well paid, and my work was light, still with children. Edward and I wrote to each other every day, and of course on my fixed free times we met. But I felt terribly lonely there, and the week which elapsed between our meetings seemed endless. The child was spoilt and difficult, and the mother an irritable, nervous, highly strung creature, with a cigarette always in her mouth.


I felt a failure here, and that and my loneliness made me very unhappy. Mrs Andrews noticed, I supposed, that I was not happy, and very kindly questioned me about myself. So I told her about Edward, and she at once said that if I liked he could come and spend two evenings a week with me there in the room at the top of the house, which was the nursery during the day and my sitting-room at night. This made all the difference to me, and with increased happiness I could tackle my work better, and very soon the child and I were on the best of terms, and his parents congratulated me on the improvement in him. Affection and praise and encouragement were always to my soul what food is to the body, and in the atmosphere now so happy I know I was at my best, and no employers could have had a more devoted servant. It was my delight to take the child as far out into the country as I could in the time. We went – he in his pram – to Barnes Common and Richmond Park, and there I would tell him all my newly acquired knowledge of birds and trees and flowers. Sometimes we would go in the other direction, along the towpath to Isleworth, and bring home bunches of meadow-sweet and loosestrife. Mrs Andrews was delighted that her child got taken to these places, and the child and I were never so happy as when picking bunches of flowers, or peering into gorse bushes for nests.


Edward used to come at about eight o’clock in the evening and stay till nine-thirty, and once a week I had the afternoon and evening free. Whenever the weather was good enough – and it had to be very bad to stop us – we used to walk on Wimbledon Common and Richmond Park, and go either to his home or mine for tea, for now my mother tolerated his presence. Edward was hating more and more the idea of the Civil Service as a means of earning his living, and at about this time, greatly to his father’s anger, he gave up the work, and decided to try and earn his living by writing. Several of the literary weeklies were taking his essays, and his book had had a fair sale. His father, naturally enough, hated the precariousness of this way of living, and after a lot of discussion it was decided that Edward should go to Oxford, which his father thought would be a good start for any career that he took up. He decided to enter for a history scholarship, and as he had now left school some time, this required a good deal of reading. He liked the idea of going to university, but dreaded it too, for he had had so very little social life and was so unused to meeting his fellows; and also the thought of the separation from me was hateful to think of.


We had often spoken of our life together, and had made great plans for the education of our children. We hated the thought of a legal contract. We felt our love was all the bond that there ought to be, and that if that failed it was immoral to be bound together. We wanted our union to be free and spontaneous. We had no idea when it should take place, but the thought of our approaching separation heightened our desire to be united in body as we were in heart and spirit.


My twentieth birthday drew near, and I was to have a whole holiday, which Edward and I were to spend on our favourite Wimbledon Common. We were to picnic there for lunch and tea, and go home to a birthday dinner in the evening. It was July and glorious weather. I had made myself a very pretty white frock, embroidered in flame-coloured silk. I wore a shady hat trimmed with the same colour, it suited me, and I know I looked as pretty as it was possible for me to look. I remember Mr Andrews’ saying as I went out, ‘Why, Helen, you look like a bride going to meet her bridegroom,’ and I remember blushing and feeling a great wave of passionate joy surging up in me, and I could hardly help laughing back at him, ‘I am, I am!’ I was to bring the lunch, and Edward the tea, and I bought fruit and sandwiches and biscuits and some of our favourite Gruyère cheese and half a bottle of wine.


We met in the horrid, dark tunnel at Clapham Junction Station. He was there waiting for me, so tall, so distinguished from other men, dressed as always with a sort of carelessness that was not at all untidy, but just easy and individual. He was in his person scrupulously careful, and his large hands, which he used so well in all sorts of work, were always well kept. No lover could have pleased the eye more, no girl have been prouder of her man than I of mine and the wonder of his loving me never left me. Our hearts were beating so, and our joy so intense, we could not speak but just in that crowded place pressed each other’s hands and walked side by side.


It did not take us long to get to the Common. In the solitude there we walked hand in hand, or Edward with his arm around my waist, and I with my hand over his hand, whose pressure under my breast made my whole body tender with desire. Our souls spreading their wings enfolded us in such dreamlike happiness that nothing disturbed our calm and our utter satisfaction. We talked as we sauntered along of what I should do while he was at Oxford, of our life together when he left, of my longing for children, of his ambitions in literature; and in this talk as in many others there was often hinted that deep spiritual unrest, which as yet we did not recognize, much less realize how it was to overshadow so much of his life and mine. All the beauty of the earth, the grass, the flaming gorse, the lark’s song, the high cloudlets, the sweet air laden with the honey smell of gorse, seemed to be a part of our love. We could not speak of it, but as we stood to watch a bumble-bee make the gorse flower deliver its secret to him, he standing a little behind me, with his hands over my breasts, drew me to him and kissed me where my hair grew soft and curly under my ear. So I leaned smiling up at him, and he solemnly looking down at me, his eyes half-closed, his lovely mouth trembling from the kiss. So on, walking with hips moving together, laughing because of my short step and his long one. He picked a little bunch of flowers in the grass, white clover, yellow bedstraw and milkwort, and then remembered he had a birthday present for me. It was a brooch made of gold wire, twisted into a Celtic pattern, and when I had put my arms round his neck and kissed him for it, he pinned the flowers into the opening of my dress, which first he opened a little more to kiss the warm, soft swell of my breast, and while he kissed me I pressed his head yet further down into the warmth and sweetness there.


So we walked on into the remote part of the Common among the trees, until we came to a beautiful little pool, where moorhens and coots lived in the reeds, and where water voles dipped out of their holes in the low bank into the water, making a sound like cream being stirred. Here we sat and paddled our feet in the water and ate our lunch. We were so quiet that the timid water creatures grew bold and birds skimmed over the water, and a flaming dragon-fly darted in the air round and round us, as if weaving us in a web of rainbow colours. As we sat, Edward read to me some of the old ballads, ‘Edom O’Gordon’ and ‘Chevy Chase’ and ‘Sir Patrick Spens’, he leaning against a beech tree and I leaning in the crook of his arm and shoulder, listening to his deep, clear voice, so quiet, so vibrating, so tender. I was caught up into heaven; all beauty, all love, all content was mine. Life gave me all it had to give. As I lay there in the bend of his arm, in the silence that the splash of the voles, and the song of the lark, and the sound of his voice did not disturb, the beating of his heart under my cheek lulled me to sleep, and my eyes were only opened by his kisses. He kissed my eyes, and my funny nose and my mouth and neck and my hands and feet. But I laughed at his serious kisses and pushed him away, and before he knew what I meant to do I had run away and hidden in a thicket of hazel and beech, and crouched down in the dry leaves. I heard his step rustling in the leaves, and I waited, trembling half with fear of his finding me, and half afraid I had hidden myself too well. But he came upon me before I knew he was near, and caught me up in his arms and carried me further and further into the little copse. I lay inert in his arms, conscious of nothing but his beating heart. Soon he came to a little glade in the copse, leafy and mossy and sunny, and putting me down, knelt in front of me and undid my hair, but finding it fell over my face he picked a trail of white bryony and made a fillet of it to keep my hair back. Then, keeping his eyes fixed so tenderly and seriously and passionately on mine, he undid my dress and took my arms out of the sleeves, and unfastened my underclothes, and slipped the shoulder-straps over my arms, so that I was naked to the waist, with my clothes lying round me. Then I held out my hands to him – for he was standing now, and he raised me to my feet, so that my clothes slid down in a ring. I stepped out of them on to the soft moss and dry leaves, and he kneeling kissed my body from my feet up to my knees, and from my knees up to my hips, and when he had kissed me and let his hand wander all over me he laid me down on the moss, and I lay with my eyes closed, just conscious that he was quickly undressing, and hearing his voice speaking some passionate name. And I knowing he was ready, opened my eyes and saw him standing there naked, said ‘Come,’ and drew him to my breast.


I only remember vaguely that the birthday dinner at home was very jolly and rollicking. My sisters were there, and my youngest sister’s sweetheart – a man very much approved of by my mother and full of fun – and well-to-do and practical and a clever engineer. He was for ever scoring off me in some way, and tried to do the same with Edward, but he got as good as he gave, for Edward’s wit was quick and penetrating, though he was not often moved to show it. We walked back over Wands worth Common to Clapham Junction, talking at first happily enough of the books we should buy with the five pounds my mother had given me. I had seen, too, some old brass candleticks, and a nice Morland print I had set my heart on buying him for his Oxford rooms. We kissed our good-night kiss on the dark Common, and Edward gave me to wear for a wedding ring the beautiful old signet ring which he wore – a red stone set in a very delicately designed gold setting. It had belonged to his great-grandfather, a Spanish sea-captain.
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