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Introduction





Perhaps no poet since Wordsworth walked as far as Edward Thomas. Some days he covered just a handful of miles in a loop of his cottage in the East Hampshire Hangers, other times he made fifteen or twenty-five miles in a day. For further distances he cycled, but he believed that the bicycle moved too quickly for him to pick out the kind of detail that would infuse his life’s writing: the celandines on a grass verge, the honeysuckle in a hedgerow, the linnet in an elm tree.1 He undertook these walks both alone and in company (‘Tread as if you were walking in a dream,’ he would tell a flagging companion) but always he walked through landscapes that would frame and fill his prose and his poems.2


‘Almost as soon as I could babble I “babbled of green fields”,’ Thomas recalled, and yet for half his life he lived in the city, where his green fields were the commons of Wandsworth and Wimbledon or the holidays spent in Wiltshire and Wales.3 He was born in south Lambeth in 1878 to a kindly but withdrawn mother and a stern, self-made civil-servant father who kept an eclectic library in the family home. His education was an assortment of board and private schools that his father pushed him through: among them, for a year and a term, St Paul’s, until he failed to obtain a scholarship to cover his fees. But the school had at least developed in him what he called ‘a faint ambition’ to find work connected to literature, and through the father of the woman he would marry, Helen Noble, he continued a literary education that was always stirred by the outdoors more than it was by the classroom.4 James Ashcroft Noble mentored the teenage Thomas in the writing of naturalist and topographic prose and helped him find publication when he was just nineteen: The Woodland Life (1897). When Thomas missed the first-class degree at Oxford that might have secured an academic career, it confirmed in his mind that it would be from freelance writing that he would earn his income.


As a literary critic he made barely more than an agricultural worker in his first year after university. He struggled to provide for his young family and took on ever more work, producing as many as one hundred reviews a year. He moved to the country – Kent at first and then Hampshire – and began to write books on commission, working hurriedly, exhaustedly and beneath his talents in a manner that would leave him feeling disgust at his literary output. But his income grew with his reputation as a critic and by 1906 was equivalent to a senior schoolmaster’s, enough for the family to afford a housemaid. He was still in his twenties, but already he was probably the most fearless and influential of reviewers writing in the decade before the First World War, and did not hesitate to take his seniors to task wherever they fell short, be they Hardy, Bridges, Yeats or Kipling. He was also beginning to carve out a cogent style of topographical writing in The Heart of England (1906) and The South Country (1909), or in a study of the writer who had most influenced his own prose, Richard Jefferies (1909). The wildlife, the flora, the South Downs, the folk tales and country manners of his rural characters, and particularly the feeling for the plain rhythms of speech: these were all elements that emerged in his prose long before they found expression in verse. 


Yet Thomas continued to make poor or financially motivated decisions about the literary work he would undertake that left him feeling defeated. His sense of self-worth was further diminished by a domestic situation that he frequently found suffocating and railed against, in so doing deepening the misery of his family and himself. His battle against depression was one he could not win; more than once he made preparations to take his own life. He sought medical insight for his affliction at a time when little was available, but in 1912 he came under the supervision of a bright young doctor called Godwin Baynes who pioneered an early form of psychoanalysis in England with Thomas as a trial patient. The clinical sessions had been going for a year when Thomas ended them abruptly; and though he was not cured of his condition, he had been encouraged in a method of self-inspection that would prove essential in his development as a writer.


It took Edward Thomas almost his lifetime to write poetry. When war broke out in the summer of 1914 he was thirty-six, a father of three, and had still not embarked upon his poems. He had written two dozen prose books and lent his name to a dozen more, but the unloosing of his verse needed a guide, a goader, a provocateur: that figure was Robert Frost. Four years Thomas’s senior, Frost was thirty-nine when they met in 1913; he had published his debut book of poems in London only months before. Thomas identified the revolutionary power of the American’s verse – and what he called his use of ‘expressive intimate speech’ – and praised his second book, North of Boston, to the skies.5 Frost in turn recognised the latent poet languishing in Thomas, and encouraged him to revisit his prose and declare it in verse form in the very same cadence. 


The poems came quickly to Edward Thomas, ‘in a hurry and a whirl’: more than 140 in barely two years. He revised very little, telling a friend that the poetry neither asked nor received much correction on paper.6 Often he went back to his prose to find his poem. Sometimes his source was the notebook that he kept on his walks, other times his published prose. From the beginning, he established a method of evolved writing that he would carry into his verse: notebook entries, followed by interim prose, followed by final drafts. His field notes from 1 March 1896 were typical of the development of The Woodland Life, for example: ‘Larks paired – fly hover & feed together,’ which he then substantiated in a longhand diary: ‘March 1. Larks have paired, and fly hover, and feed in couples; resorting often to the roadsides.’ That entry was conflated with another which read, ‘Larks, already banded, fly skipping across the clover, with but a chirrup of song,’ and which in The Woodland Life finally became, ‘Overhead, now and again, fly the banded larks bound for new feeding-grounds.’7 When in 1914 it came to writing his first poems the method was initially the same, only this time the field notes became prose which then became verse. ‘Up in the Wind’ and ‘Old Man’ began with notebook jottings, followed by polished prose drafts, followed in turn by two verse drafts which led to a final poem for typing up. The length of time from notebook to typewriter could be a few days or many months, but the verse drafts that concluded the evolution were usually completed in a single day. Soon, he abandoned the interim prose altogether, but the notebooks remained a well to which he would return. Most of the first hundred or so poems that he wrote can be traced to such entries in his notes; others, such as ‘Rain’, were prised out of his existing prose publications, while many more shared phrases and thoughts with the letters he was writing at the time. This edition of his poetry includes a small selection of prose chosen to highlight Thomas’s movement towards poetry.


‘We were greater friends than almost any two ever were practising the same art,’ said Frost; but the outbreak of war changed everything.8 Frost returned to America and Thomas, against his initial judgement, went to war. ‘A man enlists for some inexplicable reason which he may translate into simple, conventional terms,’ Thomas wrote, but even so, his enlistment seemed particularly hard to fathom.9 He was an anti-nationalist in a time before conscription, who loathed what he perceived to be the hypocrisy of the war, and despised the bigotry of the English newspapers more than he did any German opponent. These same papers had ceased to commission his kind of literary work since the outbreak of hostilities, leaving him without an income, and he considered following Frost to the States to farm, write or teach. But his deep attachment to the south country would swing his decision to enlist – a subtle, almost inexpressible desire to protect the soil, the scenery, the wildlife, and the ways of its people, a framework that had shaped his entire life and given him his livelihood; that, and a quarrel with Frost over his poem ‘The Road Not Taken’ at the very moment that emigration to America looked a certainty. The routine of army training alleviated some of the misery he experienced at home and afforded him time to write poems – fifty-nine of them as a soldier. For a year in 1915–16 he served with the Artists Rifles as a map-reading instructor in the comparative safety of an Essex training camp, but he transferred to the Royal Garrison Artillery as the lure of the front line grew ever stronger. Though he was a fine – and in his oblique approach to the conflict, a unique – war poet, he wrote no poems from the trenches. 


Edward Thomas was a poet of strong gentleness, long in quick thinking. His poems rarely resolve; they avoid convenience, mistrust rhetoric and ostentation, and have the effect of lingering on the senses as a scent does or a thought on its way towards completion. He chose the phrase rather than the foot as his unit of composition, and would frequently break his rhythm inventively across his line-endings in ways that conjured the effect of a perpetually forming moment. He resisted the fashionable forms of the day, eschewed both the ‘pomp’ of the conservatives and the ‘discord’ of the modernisers, and put his trust in rhythms of speech at a time where this was not the received style.10 His friend Walter de la Mare, for one, warned against the deployment of ‘common speech’ in poems, but Thomas would seek out the ‘“simple and direct” phrases’ in all of his mature writing.11 ‘Only when a word has become necessary to him can a man use it safely,’ he wrote in 1912, ‘if he try to impress words by force on a sudden occasion, they will either perish by his violence or betray him’ – simple enough advice for a poet of today, but counter to the often unnecessary and forced style of his peers at the time.12


In his craft Thomas learned much from Frost, but not in his philosophy, which was already fully formed and in print in the decade before the two men met. His verse lacked the surety and the irresistible cadence of his friend’s, and his use of the line as a unit of sense was more circumspect than the American’s; yet, at the same time, he achieved ‘a tantalising vagueness’ that Frost seldom risked but once said was the condition to which a poem should aspire.13 It should be no surprise that Thomas, an assiduous critic, was a stern judge of his own achievements and considered himself, ‘too ready to accept imitations’.14 Certainly, there are moments when his early verse fell under the spell of Frost or resonated with lines from the poets he admired such as Hardy, de la Mare or W. H. Davies. But these occurrences are comparatively few and Frost was on good ground when he pronounced of Thomas, ‘the accent is absolutely his own’.15


Twelve of Thomas’s poems were published under the pseudonym ‘Edward Eastaway’ before he left for France in 1917; dozens more had been rejected by the literary magazines. But he lived just long enough to see his work showcased in an anthology of new poetry and even a favourable review that accompanied it. When Poems appeared in October 1917 he had been dead six months; a second volume, Last Poems, was issued the following year.


Through his walks, through his prose and through his verse, Edward Thomas brought an unrivalled eye to the English landscape at a moment where it was facing irreversible change. His attention to the natural world was never sentimental or proprietorial: he understood, as many of his peers seemed not to, that nature was in a state of constant flux and manipulation by man, and he knew, as a man, he could never enter the inner world of animals. But he instinctively understood the interdependence of humans and nature in a way that most of us require instruction on. In those terms, his work seems unfailingly modern, eerily attuned to our own ecological age, as relevant today as a century ago, or more so.


At twilight when walking, or at the parting of ways with a friend, he could feel great sadness that his journey must end; at times he determined that it should never cease.




Things will happen which will trample and pierce, but I shall go on, something that is here and there like the wind, something unconquerable, something not to be separated from the dark earth and the light sky, a strong citizen of infinity and eternity.16





He was killed on the first day of the Battle of Arras; he had survived little more than two months in France. Yet his personal war was never with a military opponent: it had been with his ravaging depression and with his struggle to find a literary expression through poetry that was worthy of his talents. And over the latter, at least, he won his battle. 




NOTES


1. Edward Thomas, In Pursuit of Spring, London: Thomas Nelson, 1914, 199–200.


2. Eleanor Farjeon, Edward Thomas: The Last Four Years, London: Oxford University Press, 1958, 6.


3. Edward Thomas to H. N. Sturmer, 4 April 1900, Berg Collection, New York Public Library.


4. Edward Thomas, Childhood of Edward Thomas: A Fragment of Autobiography, London: Faber & Faber, 1938, 144.


5. Edward Thomas to Gordon Bottomley, 30 June 1915, Edward Thomas Collection, Cardiff University, Letters to Gordon Bottomley (ed. R. George Thomas), London: Oxford University Press, 1968, 251.


6. Edward Thomas to Gordon Bottomley, 30 June 1915, Cardiff, Letters to Gordon Bottomley, 250, 251.


7. Respectively: Field Notes, vol. 5, February–April 1896, Cardiff; ‘A Diary in English Fields and Woods’, 1 March 1896, in Edward Thomas, The Woodland Life, London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1897, 224; ‘A Diary in English Fields and Woods’, 16 July 1896, The Woodland Life, 187; and The Woodland Life, 113. 


8. Robert Frost to Grace Walcott Conkling, 28 June 1921, Poetry Wales, vol. 13, no. 4 (Spring 1978), 22.


9. Edward Thomas, ‘Tipperary’, The English Review, October 1914, repr. in The Last Sheaf, London: Cape, 1928, 129.


10. Edward Thomas, ‘A New Poet’, Daily News, 22 July 1914.


11. Edward Thomas to Edward Garnett, c. mid-1909, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.


12. Edward Thomas, Walter Pater: A Critical Study, London: Martin Secker, 1913, 215.


13. Robert Frost to Louis Untermeyer, [1 Jan. 1916], Selected Letters of Robert Frost (ed. Lawrence Thompson), New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964, 199.


14. Edward Thomas to Gordon Bottomley, 16 June 1915, Cardiff, Letters to Gordon Bottomley, 249.


15. Robert Frost to Grace Walcott Conkling, 28 June 1921, Poetry Wales, 22.


16. Edward Thomas, ‘The Stile’, Light and Twilight, London: Duckworth, 1911, 51.

























Note on the Text





Edward Thomas’s verse was published in two post humous volumes by Selwyn and Blount: Poems in October 1917 and Last Poems in December 1918 (a small number of works were added to Collected Poems in 1920 and sub sequent editions). Until 1981, it was thought that Thomas did not oversee the production of either volume, which accounts for the variant printings that appeared in editions up until that date (notably R. George Thomas’s 1978 edition of the Collected Poems). But the emergence in 1981 of the printer’s original typescript for Poems, now residing in the Bodleian Library, shows clearly that Thomas had prepared the collection himself: he had through-numbered it and marked a series of small emendations including titles to twenty-three poems added by hand. With the exception of setting errors introduced by the printer, the text of Poems (and its titles) can be considered reliable from an authorial point of view, even though Thomas never saw the proofs (he had asked his friends Eleanor Farjeon and John Freeman to supervise the book through the press while he was in France). The same friends appear to have assembled Last Poems in its entirety from typescripts that were in circulation. Unlike Poems, the ordering, the selection of drafts and (in some places) the giving of titles in Last Poems was made not by Thomas but most likely by Farjeon and Freeman; for this reason, we cannot be certain that the published text reflected Thomas’s final wishes.


In making the selection for this volume, I have followed the text of Poems (correcting printer’s errors) and have treated contributions from Last Poems on a case-by-case basis, returning to the original manuscripts and typescripts in an attempt to discern Thomas’s intentions. Text sources and initial publication details are provided in the section of notes that follows the poems; where titles are not Thomas’s own, these too are given in the notes.


In transcribing the notebooks, I have retained Thomas’s original abbreviations, but have expanded them in square brackets on first appearance and subsequently as necessary; round brackets are the author’s markings.




*





I am grateful to the Estate of Edward Thomas, to Cardiff University Library: Special Collections and to the Poetry Collection of the University Lib raries, University at Buffalo, The State University of New York. 
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EDWARD THOMAS

























from


A Diary in English Fields and Woods







Between the spring of 1895 and 1896, Thomas kept a diary from his visits to Richmond Park, Wiltshire and Surrey that he intended to use to inform the essays he was writing for his first book, The Woodland Life, published in 1897. The book itself was filled with heavy, overwrought prose, but the original diary entries (included at the end of the book at the suggestion of Thomas’s mentor, James Ashford Noble) foretold the direction in tone and content that his poems would take twenty years later.





April 12 Cuckoo at Wimbledon crying in the oaks; and below him the first wood-anemones, flushed white. Young rooks and thrushes in the nest.




 





May 2 Orange-tip butterflies first seen, threading the coppice with a flight like blown leaves.


Early field scorpion-grass, a miniature hairy forget-me-not, blossoming from crannies in an old ha-ha: pale blue, earliest of its kind.


Mares’-tails not only grow in marshy land and even quite submerged, but in the driest spots, such as seldom-used railway embankments where the riddled chalk will not hold water an hour: here it grows, among the metals, with colts-foot and wild carrot and poppy.
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