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The songs I had are withered


   Or vanished clean,


Yet there are bright tracks


   Where I have been,







And there grow flowers


   For other’s delight.


Think well, O singer,


   Soon comes night.1










Notes


1. ‘The Songs I had’, Poems, 1954, p. 21






















Notes





The chief source of material for any study of the life and work of Ivor Gurney is contained in the Ivor Gurney Archive in the City of Gloucester Public Library. This consists of his music manuscripts; the manuscripts of his poems, together with copies made by Marion Scott (and others), and typed copies by Mr. and Mrs. Gerald Finzi; an extensive collection of his letters; letters and documents relating to his medical history and to the publication of his work; and a general miscellany of smaller items, including a number of photographs. At the time of writing, this collection had not been catalogued, and it will therefore not be possible to identify the present references in anything but a very general way.


The second source of material consists of personal interviews conducted by the author over a period between 1963 and 1977. These were frequently backed up by letters and written autobiographical statements. This material will eventually be placed in the Ivor Gurney Archive.


A detailed analysis of Gurney’s medical history has been undertaken by William H. Trethowan, Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Birmingham, in a paper entitled ‘Ivor Gurney’s Illness’, which, it is hoped, will soon be published.


Though it was possible to trace a fairly detailed account of Gurney’s war experiences through his letters, the chronological and geographical sequence of events was confirmed and clarified by The Story of the 2nd/5th Gloucestershire Regiment, edited by A.F.Barnes, M.C., and published by The Crypt House Press, Gloucester (1930).


Printed source materials can be found listed under Gurney’s Published Works, and Bibliography.


In the following notes, the Gurney Archive is identified by the abbreviation G.A.; the author’s interviews, etc., by the word ‘reminiscences’; Gurney’s published poems by the date of publication (see Gurney’s Published Works); and The Story of the 2nd/5th Gloucestershire Regiment by the editor’s name, ‘Barnes’. Volume XIX, No. 1 of Music and Letters (January 1938), containing the Gurney symposium, is abbreviated to M & L.


All material quoted in the biography is to be found in the Gurney Archive, whether it is identified in the text by date, writer, and recipient, or by explanation in the notes that follow.



















I





There is no date. No day, no month, no year. Only an address where time did not matter. Then page after yellowing page of cheap, thin paper, with line upon line of pencilled words, upright and clear:




Stone House


Dartford      


Kent           


To the London Metropolitan Police Force


Sirs,


After leaving my studies at the Royal College of Music in London, July 1921, I returned to Gloucester; again returning to London where I worked for a fortnight at Cold Storage. Being dismissed, and having hurt myself, I went partly by train, partly by cycle back to Gloucester, sleeping out one night. After which I lived mostly with my Aunt at 1 Westfield Terrace, and partly on her kindness; working hard, staying up long hours and being active, digging, walking, cycling. Advertisments for Cinema Posts were inserted and answered. I had a post at Plumstead for two weeks or so; and lost that. Returned again; gained a post at Bude, which I lost after a week, but for no reason that I agreed with.


After which I went back to Gloucester and worked there, staying up night after night, striving not to eat, living with my Aunt, partly on her kindness, partly on an Army Pension. Digging, walking, riding, doing gymnastics.


But working harder than most people, and answering advertisments—having advertised for a farm post with 5/– a week and keep. One job I refused—of picking up stones one morning.


My pension and some royalties and earnings helped to keep me, with my Aunt’s kindness; but I eat little, though drinking much tea, and working late with too much light. But I slept by my work often, washing my body every morning and trying not to go to bed. Seeing many dawns; writing much, walking much; almost any active employment I would have taken, at 5/– a week and keep. An enema was used, but I eat little, drinking much; working much; sometimes walking 17 miles at a time.


I took a dog out for walks (for kindness), saved it from eating; kept its health, and sometimes beat it, but was kind to it.


Not much I spent—tobacco, music paper, a few books for myself—on a pension, and gifts (small) and small royalties.


Much I walked (about May), worked harder than almost anybody, dug, and did gymnastics. Waiting for almost any active work; digging, washing my body every morning, and doing gymnastics. Hoping for work—seeing Cinema playing as probability, but ready for any manual work. However hoeing wheat proved beyond me and unprofitable for so slow a worker. After which I went for a week’s walk; earned a little at playing the piano.


Much I drank, eat little, smoked much, working at music and verse until 5, 6, or 7 in the morning. Electrical tricks began to be played on me. I used a wood axe more, on hard wood.


At last obtaining an office post (Income Tax) in Gloucester, I held this for twelve weeks. The reasons for losing it were partly that the work (it was said) might have been better done at cheaper rate, and that I held an Army Pension. This I dared not give up until Unemployment Benefit was obtained.


Again I was left to wait till work was obtainable in farm or Cinema. Electrical Tricks were played on me of bad kind. My attempts at work were often spoiled. I went out time after time for death. Would have gone on tramp, but was too much in pain save once.


During the Electrical Control of Gloucestershire many risks were taken, much endured. I worked still, but such wickedness at night was terrible. I worked and walked still.


Removed to my brother’s house in Gloucester, where still they were continued. I applied many times for permission to carry a revolver or poison at the local Police Station (Gloucester). My pain was made nothing of. The danger I faced made nothing of.


Certain people (whom I knew except one) arranged for my removal for protection to Barn wood House. Six weeks was the period given. The electrical torture suffered there was bad also—many times one would pray for death daily.


This after a life for a year of longer days than are usual now. Often I worked or walked from 11pm – 7pm or thereabouts. It was the best life I knew of. Much work and activity. For 28 days I touched meat or bread only once, and little at that. Many people knew the truth and should have admired so good a life; made possible by the kindness of my Aunt. I drank much, not really too much, smoked much, eat as little as possible. Did gymnastics, digging, used an enema, washed my body every morning.


Beat a dog, but was kindest in the best way to it of anyone. Thanked my Aunt for her kindness sincerely every night—worked as hard as possible under the circumstances. It was a life to admire. Before God a good one. I needed money to support me in taking a post. Why betrayed is not known.


I had made application for full pension of 25/– instead of 12/– because I wished to write with it—believing my work in music and verse to be good. It had been promised for this reason; but I gave in application the reason of ‘after shell shock’, which was false, but it seemed best to believe that the pension was to be given, and the reason not then important. But considering my courage and hard work, it was dreadful to be so broken.


The torments were bad; the courage deserving reward. I have appealed to the Carnegie Trustees and to the Royal College to appeal for my death.


My life was in many ways so good—the best I ever led considering all things—when so many times I stayed up all night to work or walk.


Sometimes an hour or two of sleep sufficed. The work produced seemed good enough—I believed in myself, read Carlyle and others, and usually went on in work or activity or certain courtesies as long as my ordinary strength would allow—and further. Once staying up for thirty-six hours; often skipping, digging, doing gymnastics.


The harm of such a life was small. Employment for but approximately sixteen weeks only—because (roughly) there was none to be had. I read the papers, occasionally sought work, and strove as few can have striven perhaps to work, or stay up.


An appeal is made for Justice, or Trial, or to be allowed the die, or to receive Chance of Death. Many times daily has the writer prayed for Death, and asks that his pain may be ended, either by Death or Release. Having so much use left in him, if he were free and allowed to get well.


I should have been released after three weeks (by instinct) or six weeks by assurance.


For six months and a half now my confinement and pain has endured.


My music, my verse—my War service should have saved me from so much pain.


So many times I had gone to honour, and really injured none.


Asking for Death, Release, or Imprisonment. An end to pain.


                        I. B. Gurney


                                many letters have not been


                                           forwarded through


                                                          accident


Having twice escaped, and once broken parole and escaped. Ready for Death.


Also (under influence) I wrote a letter to the London Metropolitan Police Force, and to (Mr) D Lloyd George asking for money to continue my work. I would ask that unfriendly feelings to one who often walked at night should be forgotten.2







Notes


2. G.A. Asylum letter, undated.






















GLOUCESTER: 1890–1911









The ploughed field and the fallow field


They sang a prudent song to me:


We bide all year and take our yield


Or barrenness as case may be.







What time or tide may bring to pass


Is nothing of our reckoning,


Power was before our making was


That had in brooding thought its spring.







We bide our fate as best betides


What ends the tale may prove the first.


Stars know as truly of their guides


As we the truth of best or worst.1










Notes 


1. ‘Generations’, Poems, 1954, p. 100.

























II





It would have pleased Ivor Gurney to know that deep in the earth beneath the house in which he was born lay the still massive remains of the Roman wall that once guarded the eastern approaches to Gloucester. That house, 3 Queen Street, vanished long before the Second World War—the row of cramped buildings giving way to the needs of larger, more imposing shops on parallel Brunswick Road. More recently the street itself has disappeared, to be reborn as Queen’s Way—a link in the Via Sacra that threads the changing city in a line above the old, buried walls. Yet there is still much in Gloucester that he would recognize: the pattern of its ancient streets, the great cathedral and intimate churches, the docks, canal, and Severn river, the glorious countryside. Above all, the spirit of place remains—a tangible presence to shape the receptive mind, as once it did his.


Ivor Bertie Gurney was born on 28 August 1890. He was the second of a family of four children: a sister, Winifred, had been born in 1886; a brother, Ronald, was to follow in 1894, and a sister, Dorothy, in 1900. Between the birth of Winifred and Ivor, briefly mourned and then all but forgotten, there was a still-born child, a boy.


In all essentials the Gurney family was typical of its class and period. David Gurney, the father, was a tailor and ran his own business. The small house in Queen Street was home and shop in one. Florence, his wife, had also trained in tailoring and, when domestic duties were done, worked alongside her husband with needle and thread. They differed from other couples only in one small detail: she was five years his senior. By the standards of the time they could be considered to have gained a tenuous foothold on the ladder of middle-class comfort and respectability. They were certainly not rich, but neither were they poor. The horizons that opened up before them were clearly defined, and circumscribed. There would be no hardship as such, but little to encourage the creative imagination.


As in so many Gloucester families, the Gurney parents united two quite different geographical types. David Gurney was a Severn Valley man, from the low-lying fields around Maisemore. Florence Lugg came from Bisley, high in the hills above Stroud. He was gentle, placid, ruminative. Her temperament was much chillier, and given to anxious storms. In an age which married for better or for worse, the mixture worked—after a fashion. It passed on to the children, however, an uneasy background for which none, in later years, were able to feel much gratitude.


The Gurneys of Maisemore were builders: bricklayers, carpenters, stonemasons, almost to a man. David was the youngest of seven brothers, the sons of William Gurney and Mary Hawkins. Only two of them wandered from their father’s trade—William, who ended as a waiter in Cheltenham, and David, who at his mother’s insistence was apprenticed to a tailoring firm in Wimborne. The other boys—Thomas, Joseph, John, Walter, and Guy—banded together and settled in Gloucester as ‘Gurney Bros. Builders and Contractors’. They grew mildly successful.


Though music played no very outstanding part in Gurney family life, both parents enjoyed and respected it, and with the purchase of a pianoforte in 1896 (a sign of increasing respectability) the children were offered music lessons as a matter of course. Various cousins figured as organists and singers in Gloucester musical circles, and Florence Gurney, in one of her many rambling, unpunctuated, but vivid letters, laid claim to a strong vein of ancestral musicality:




Mother could sing very nicely she was always singing Scotch songs and English Irish and Welsh Father was alto in the Bisley Choir but he didnt sing at home like Mother did my dear old Grandfather and his brother uncle Robert he was a Batchelor and Mother said he nursed his Mother till she died and wouldnt let anybody else do a thing for her her arm chair was covered with white dimity and he used to wash everything himself and after he had dug the garden the spade and the fork and all the diggers were shone like silver and put down in the cellar and the white stones which showed up through the dirt was scrubbed white and he would give us some flowers if we wouldnt put them on the graves that was popery well I wish I knew where they came from they were not the regular sort of Bisley people they had too much in them …


Grandfather was a good man the Luggs round Stroud are the most respected of anybody and you can say what you like a good ancestor is something to be proud of but Ivor hasnt seen a lot of the Luggs he knew the Gurneys better and they hadnt a note of music in them …2





Exactly what brought Florence Gurney to Gloucester is not known. Her three brothers and four sisters seem to have remained resolutely in the Bisley area, where her father, William Lugg, worked as a house decorator. Possibly it was to train as a seamstress. What matters is that she became a regular member of the congregation of All Saints’ Church, and there met the young David Gurney.


The choice of All Saints’ as a place of worship not only shaped the lives of David and Florence Gurney, but was also to have a profound effect on the way their eldest son was to develop—cutting clean across what might have been anticipated for him. It was a stroke of the greatest good fortune that brought them there.


The church itself—one of Sir Gilbert Scott’s less ambitious flights—is not remarkable. A solid, purposeful structure, it had been built in 1875 to serve the rapid proliferation of artisans’ dwellings that had spread in mean rows across the fields on either side of Lower Barton Street, burying the gentle River Twyver in melancholy culverts. Indeed, All Saints’ abutted the Midland Railway’s London line and lay cheek by jowl with the level-crossing that separated Lower Barton Street from Barton Street proper, and thus, even in its heyday, must have been considered outside the range of Gloucester’s politer society. On the edge of poverty and shaken by every passing train, it nevertheless enjoyed the services of an enlightened vicar and an unusual curate. And this was just as well, for when, on 24 September 1890, David and Florence Gurney presented their son for baptism, they were alone. The vicar, the Reverend Herbert Foster, stood as one of the necessary godparents; his curate, Alfred Hunter Cheesman, became the other.


Mr. Cheesman was twenty-five. After studying at Worcester College, Oxford, he had been ordained in 1888, and the curacy of All Saints’ was his first appointment. He was one of a prosperous Sussex family, yeomen-farmers well-known in the Bosham area, where his father also had interests in the ‘Brick, Tile and Fancy Pottery Works’. He delighted in literature and history, and though he had no ambition to write, he was the kind of man to nourish enthusiasm in others. Indeed, devotion and enthusiasm characterized his whole career. He was content to remain where fortune had placed him. Twenty-four years passed before he left All Saints’, and the remaining twenty-nine slipped as quietly by as vicar of the tiny country parish of Twigworth, a few miles out of Gloucester. In 1925 he became an honorary Canon of Gloucester Cathedral, and at this modest level his career rested. He was a good man, kind and gentle; and he remained a bachelor.


In the 1890s, Gloucester observed and cheerfully accepted the fact that the Reverend Cheesman ‘had a liking for lads of all ages’3 Our own cruder age would, no doubt, have noted his romantic attachments with less charity. But Gloucester merely smiled when Cheesman, remote and chaste in gown and biretta, walked arm in arm with the favourite of the moment. No breath of scandal ever clung to his name. If indeed he loved, he kept his love to himself, content to be guide, philosopher, and friend to such boys as had ears for his counsel.


It was inevitable that Ivor Gurney would become ‘one of Mr. Cheesman’s boys’4—the one he influenced the most. But it was to be some years before his interest would ripen into something over and above a concern for a member of his congregation. In the meantime, the infant had to grow up.


Shortly after his birth, Ivor Gurney’s family moved from the cramped conditions of Queen Street into marginally more spacious premises at 19 Barton Street. The building was mid-Victorian and undistinguished. Double-fronted shop windows faced the street, the entrance set back somewhat and not especially inviting. Display screens at the back of the windows added to the gloom of the interior, and only on exceptional days was it possible to do without the pale gleam of gaslight. Customers made their choice from bolts of cloth held close to the glass-panelled door. Behind the shop lay the family’s living room. It too was poorly lit, the windows hugging one end and overlooking a small backyard flanked by kitchen, scullery, and outside privy.


Upstairs and over the shop there was a broad, spacious room. It should have been the living room, and did in fact contain a piano, hauled up through the outside window. But as the family grew, it was pressed into service as a bedroom. In later years it became a workroom where suits were stitched and buttonholes worked by hand. Three small bedrooms, one little more than an attic, completed the very cramped, oppressive living space. Winifred Gurney, reminiscing in later years, wondered ‘how any of us managed to keep well, and how mother managed to keep sane’5


Life certainly cannot have been easy for Florence Gurney, and her own temperament did nothing to lighten the load. She fretted about trifles, and saw in her husband’s understandable desire to escape to the nearby Conservative Club after the long day’s work was done, a slippery slope to ruin. She complained when he attended the Saturday afternoon football match at Kingsholm, for it was then that local farmers might be expected to place their orders. Nor did she approve when he abandoned football and went instead to the Conservative Club’s bowling green on early closing day. She took to nagging and, when that failed, to outbursts of temper. Winifred Gurney’s recollections of life at 19 Barton Street are quite specific on this point:




Happiness revolved around Father. As very small children Mother certainly did her best to bring us up well, but when we grew to be more independent it seemed too much for her. She possessed us as babies, but couldn’t do so later and her iron rule led to nagging. Life for us was something akin to a bed of stinging nettles, and to keep the peace Father’s efforts had to be applied when and where possible, but taking care to walk warily … The pity of it was that Mother did not seem to enjoy her children, and so far as I could see she did not win their love. Worse still, Father was not allowed to give us as much love as he had for us …6





Sunk in her own anxieties, Florence Gurney left few pleasant memories behind.


David Gurney was different. Quiet and gentle, he did his best to sidestep conflict. Though capable enough as a craftsman, he was not naturally suited to running his own business, and would almost certainly have preferred a more peaceable existence working under someone else’s direction. Ivor Gurney remembered him as a countryman, and as the thwarted, uncomplaining shadow of what might have been: 






My father looked on ploughland and willed me.


His was the friendliness of every hill and tree


In all West Gloucestershire, in all West Gloucestershire.


Born of that earth, of like love brought to birth;


Knowing the flight of birds, and the song of the smallest


Bird—the names of flowers and the likeliest place


Where first Spring might bring Her lovely trifles in.


So on a night when Orion ruled with majestic light,


He remembered his past dreams, all broken, and hoped for grace


Whereby a son should say what he had never never


Been able to say or sing of such well beloved Earth.7








The poetry, it would seem, came from the father; the tension, and hence the will to create, from the mother.


In this somewhat uneasy atmosphere the young Ivor Gurney began to feel his way towards independence. We have only his mother’s jumbled recollections of his early days, but they, as always, are vivid and delightful:




Now to tell you some of his little sayings he was learning his Collect for Sunday School he was conning it over about twice he always knew a thing directly and I thought how reverent he sounded and thought I believe Ivor is going to be a good boy and he clapped the book together and said all men no women good gracious what a come down and there was a scrubbing brush with made in England on it and he wrote what a wonder till it was worn out the others were curly Ronald was Bubbles but Ivor’s was straight and silver theirs was gold and he used to look up at people so affectionate but they wouldnt take any notice of him and he was a lovely boy and the others people offered so much money for them he cut every tooth with Bronchitis and his teeth grew projecting out and that was very painful pulling them in besides the teeth cant bite as well because they are not opposite and then they took out his teeth to try to make him better and made it worse …8





More solid facts, and dates, begin to emerge only gradually. He appears to have started Sunday school at All Saints ‘in October 1896, attracting, almost immediately, the sympathetic interest of Alfred Cheesman. He must also, at roughly this time, have begun to attend the National School in London Road. Though not far from Barton Street (the short cut taking you past the delights of Gloucester’s busy Cattle Market), it was still a tidy step for a small boy. When he was eight he joined the choir at All Saints’ as a probationer, graduating to full membership on 3 December 1899.


Though the fact that his cousin Joseph was now organist of All Saints’ may have helped his promotion, it seems clear that Ivor Gurney not only possessed a good voice but showed signs of a musicality that went far beyond that of the ordinary choirboy. Encouraged by the watchful Cheesman, he competed for a place in the Cathedral Choir. It was secured without difficulty, and in the autumn term of 1900 he duly took his place.


It meant, of course, that he must now become a pupil at the King’s School, which had served the needs of the Cathedral since the time of Henry VIII. Inevitably the process of general education at such an establishment took second place to the musical routines of the Cathedral’s daily life. Moreover, the fortunes of the school were at a particularly low ebb in 1900 and numbers were down. ‘Discipline,’ it was said, ‘was very lax at this time, and the Headmaster was often drunk!’9 And Gurney’s own recollections of his school-days are memorials to cricket and football rather than to high learning.


Nor were the musical standards particularly high. According to one of Gurney’s fellow choristers ‘all you needed was a voice and to be able to read music. [It] was not a thorough training.’10 School began at 8.45 a. m., but was interrupted by morning service from 10.15 to 11.30. Music practice took place between 12 noon and 1 p. m., and lessons were resumed after lunch at 2 p.m. Evensong, from 4 p.m. to 4.45, brought the day’s work to an end. Compensations for such a straitened regimen might have been found in an enlightened musical diet. But the service music at Gloucester was typical of its time, and Gadsby in C took precedence over Wesley, while the great masters of English polyphony were ignored altogether.11


The organist of the day was Dr. Herbert Brewer. He had been a Gloucester chorister himself, receiving his appointment to the Cathedral in December 1896, in succession to an ailing Charles Lee Williams. His autobiography suggests that he was by no means as dull as his rather pedantic appearance might imply. He was an excellent organist and inspired the kind of general respect that was eventually rewarded with a knighthood. The Musical Times, recording his death in 1928 and evidently unable to light upon any one outstanding quality, described him as an ‘Admirable Crichton’, adding that his choice of works for the Three Choirs Festival was unusually adventurous and enlightened.


As Brewer firmly believed that each choir boy should learn to play a musical instrument, Gurney was duly farmed out to Charles H. Deavin, the organist of St. Michael’s Church. Deavin was a talented man, a member of a Gloucester family of some musical renown. Lessons in piano, basic theory, and simple harmony and counterpoint seem to have gone smoothly and profitably.


Altogether, life at the King’s School presented Ivor Gurney with few problems. He did all the usual things, recording with pride that he achieved a second best batting average and, in his last term, a third best bowling record. He also, it seems, played centre-forward to some effect—though a fellow pupil recalled that ‘he was most selfish and seemed to think that he could beat the other side on his own’12 And if some thought that he was ‘not boyish’ and ‘never took part in any pranks’ and seemed more often than not to ‘live in a world of his own’, it did him no special harm in the eyes of his fellow students. He gave his name and initials to cheerful, loutish puns in double-Gloucester accents—‘Oi be Gurney’ echoing down the corridors and over the fields surrounding Paddock House. He wrote doggerel verse to amuse his friends, and ‘plastered his school books with drawings of little men, and what they said—with instructions to turn to page so-and-so for the rest of the conversation’.13 He was, in all essentials, a very ordinary, unsurprising schoolboy:






When I was small and packed with tales of desert islands far


My mother took me walking in the grey ugly street,


But there the sea-wind met us with a jolly smell of tar,


A sailorman went past to town with slow rolling gait.







The trees and shining sky of June were good enough to see,


Better than books or any tales the sailormen might tell—


But tops’le spars against the blue made fairyland for me;


The snorting tug made surges like the huge Atlantic swell.







Then thought I, how much better to sail the open seas


Than sit in school at spelling-books or sums of grocers’ wares.


And I’d have knelt for pity at any captain’s knees


To go see the banyan tree or white Arctic bears.14








Only one incident stands out in Ivor Gurney’s early years, and it is best told in his mother’s words, for, among other things, it reveals that by this date (1904) he had begun to write music. The Festival is, of course, the Gloucester meeting of the Three Choirs, and ‘Madam Albani’ was making the last of her many appearances:




… as soon as we got into a shop my husband did not care anything about his home life when Ivor said he was minding the shop he first tried to write some music he was gone to the football of a Saturday afternoon when we always had horse-dealers coming in for clothes and I was lying on the couch with acute indigestion and was quite helpless well this photo was taken by Stanley Son & Jackson an Irish linen merchant at Belfast came to the festival and Ivor was top dog he sang with Madam Albani 3 Madams had to sing the trio lift thine eyes and the one when she was fetched down from the Bell Hotel said she didnt know it was time and so it had to be done and Dr Brewer said Ivor was to do it and Madam Albani would have him by her and he looked such a Boy to her but they said he done it beautiful an unrehearsed piece and he was so frightened at his success when he got home he hid in the kitchen everybody saying Ivor Gurney had been singing with Madam Albani …15





According to Winifred Gurney, however, his subsequent reaction was less modest and retiring. Finding that his gallant gesture was not to be officially recorded—either to save him from the dangers of a swollen head, or to spare the feelings of the missing Madam who, it seems, had enjoyed the Bell Hotel’s hospitality to an extent that was good neither for her nor for Mendelssohn—he promptly set about ruining his voice by shouting and bawling on the football field.


It is not until the onset of puberty that signs of individuality begin to crop up in accounts of Ivor Gurney’s life. He loved nature and was particularly sensitive to its beauties. ‘I remember once,’ wrote his sister, ‘when we were at Huntley, he pointed out a beautifully shaped hedge which seemed like a huge wave rising up and across the landscape.’16 He was beginning also to turn more and more to literature for companionship, to read deeply and widely and far beyond the range of the few books he was able to find at home; he was beginning to write music seriously now, imitating the anthems and services of his daily work, short organ pieces and, most significantly of all, songs; and he was beginning to turn away from home, finding companionship and understanding among older people outside his class.


In all this he was helped by Alfred Cheesman. His library was at the boy’s disposal, as was his conversation. He offered himself gladly as someone far removed from the nagging, restrictive atmosphere of the shop in Barton Street, someone who knew about books and painting and architecture, who revelled in the details of local history and smiled encouragement at youthful ambition. His influence can scarcely be exaggerated, for he treated the young Ivor Gurney as an adult.


According to Cheesman, the years of their intimacy began in 1905 when he prepared him for confirmation so that he could take his first Communion on Easter Day:




From 1905 I saw him constantly till 1911 when he took up the RCM scholarship—and you will be amused to know that during those years he came to see me 2,000 times! almost every day. He used to write down his visits in my diary. I think I was guilty of introducing him to Kipling, Tennyson and other poets—which I used to make him read aloud, but I think from his very early years he had a love of reading. I remember that when he was only ten, during the Sermon in Church he used to read the Preface of the Prayer Book—lovely English, but a bit stiff for a boy of ten.


Of course in my Journal for those years, 1905–1911, I have a good deal about his doings and sayings. He was not always easy, as you will imagine—but he always showed me much affection, and I remember a charming remark of his. He had promised to bring me Crockett’s Lad’s Love and came one day and had forgotten the book, and said ‘I haven’t brought you “Lad’s Love”—at least, not the book.’


Naturally I frequently got him books he wanted and also music …


Once I spent a day with Rudyard Kipling—and Ivor sent most warmly respectful messages and the gift of Housman’s Shropshire Lad—and I had to write a minute description of my visit and everything Kipling did and said …17





Cheesman was also probably responsible for introducing Ivor Gurney to the two maiden ladies who were to become extremely influential in his artistic development.


The Misses Emily and Margaret Hunt were sisters. They lived in Wellington Street, close to the park and a short walk from the Gurney shop. They enjoyed a modest income from private sources. Emmy played the piano, and Margaret the violin—both well enough to teach others, as they had done professionally in South Africa in the years before the Boer War. Like Cheesman they were exactly the type of person to whom a young and sensitive nature would be drawn.


It was the younger sister, Margaret, delicate of health and always fragile, who became Gurney’s particular confidante. Old enough almost to be his mother (she was born in 1875), she breathed encouragement as he poured out his dreams. He wrote music for her violin, and together they played it. Her quiet, spinster home, so different from the cramped anxieties of Barton Street, became a place of refuge and an inspiration. Echoes of what her sympathetic interest meant sound in his poetry, even in the darkness of his later years:






She had such love and after my music sent


Me out to woodlands, and to wander by meadow or bent


Lanes of Severn—I got them all into my music—


I would wander my soul full of air, and return to her quick …


Gloucestershire’s air made clear loveliest wrappings of heart:


She blessed it, and took with one touch the foldings apart,


Who was love and music and companion’s help and most dear


Work—thought in the dear room with the Bechstein and Holbein there.18








All this was observed at home with a mixture of pride and jealousy. Pride that the boy had been accepted as an equal by people who were not ‘in trade’; jealousy that these new friends were taking him away from the home circle, encouraging his high-flown ideas and making him discontented and ambitious for things they knew nothing about. His schoolfriends observed a change, too. He was no longer one of them. He was a solitary. ‘We used to laugh at him,’ said one, ‘and call him “Batty Gurney”!’19
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III





Gloucester was, and is, a special city. The four great central streets, charted by the Romans, have not only established its basic shape for all time, but underline also its geographical, economic, social, and cultural importance: its very reason for existence. Northgate Street reaches out to Cheltenham and the busy industrial Midlands; Southgate Street to Bristol and the open sea. Eastgate Street boldly faces the high ridge of the Cotswolds; Westgate Street runs downhill to the Severn River and on, through the Forest of Dean, into Wales. It is in every sense a crossroads: a place of arrival and departure, of mingling and sifting, blending and separating.


It is not one city; it is several. And at the turn of the century its different faces would have been more obvious than they are perhaps today. Down from the hills and up from the Severn plain came sheep and cattle, wheat and vegetables, all heading for Gloucester the market town. Along the roads, along the Gloucester-Berkeley Canal, along the Midland Railway and the Great Western (for here the narrow gauge and the broad gauge had met in bitter rivalry) went goods from Gloucester the industrial centre. Up and down that canal floated barges and sailing ships to the Port of Gloucester—the furthest inland in the whole country. Magnificent and serene above the bustle stood the great Cathedral Church of St. Peter. In Gloucester, town met country and country met the sea.


To a composer and poet in the making, Gloucester at the turn of the century offered riches for the imagination. As the young Ivor Gurney roamed the narrow streets of a still largely medieval city, he fell deeper and deeper under its spell. The history of the place entranced him: the Roman legionaries marching out to face the marauding Welsh; King William and the Domesday Book; the murdered Edward and the martyred Bishop Hooper; the Royalists outside the city walls and unyielding Colonel Massey within—they were as real to him as the Railway Carriage and Wagon Works, the timber yards along the canal, or Moreland’s ‘England’s Glory’ matches. There were signs and symbols everywhere: in the giant anchor, guarding the docks at Llanthony Bridge; in Queen Anne’s mouldering statue, target and challenge of every Spa cricketer; in the Raven Tavern, home of Mayflower men. About the cathedral reminders lay on every hand: in the great Crécy window that formed the eastern wall, a miracle of light thrown up in defiance of structural probability; in the massive Norman pillars of the nave, and the lacy exuberance of delicate stonework with which the fourteenth-century masons had transformed their solemn heritage; in the great tower itself.


There were pleasures, too, in the sights and sounds of Gloucester’s daily life. Each September the street outside his father’s shop would hum with Barton Fair—an army of cheapjacks, showmen, quacks, and fortune-tellers haunting the side streets, ready to dash in wild rivalry to favoured sites along Barton Street and Eastgate at the stroke of midnight. Farm labourers for hire, sheep and horses for sale, amusements and swindles on every side. Here too, in spring, he would start to the cry ‘Live elvers!’ and see the white and wriggling mass, scooped from the Severn and their frantic race upstream. There on the streets the horses pulled the trams, till progress, in 1904, brought the snap and crackle of electricity. There in Westgate Street the Theatre Royal had beckoned since 1791—though soon it would change its name to Palace Theatre of Varieties, so that ‘Jimmie Shields the one-legged dancer and comedian’ (August 1906)1 might triumph where Henry Irving had trod. There in lower Northgate Street Goddard’s Assembly Rooms would introduce a rival ‘Electric Theatre’, grandly called the ‘De Luxe’ (and ever afterwards mispronounced), where a new race of flickering heroes would supplant all memories of Miss Violet Perry’s Operatic Class and its 1907 production of H.M.S. Pinafore, which had boasted, with sublime irrelevance, ‘a revolving lighthouse light’.2


More important than his beloved city, though only in degree, was the countryside that surrounded it. In those days it lay close at hand, an easy stroll along sweet lanes, by leafy hedgerows. The Gurney family made it part and parcel of their leisure: 




It was the rule for Father to walk to Maisemore on Sunday evenings, summer and winter when the weather permitted, taking Grandma Gurney her weekly tea and butter. Those of us who were old and well enough were pleased to accompany him—this being, there and back, eight miles, or longer if he took us off the beaten track, through the woods in bluebell time. When Ivor was in the Cathedral Choir he was allowed to invite another choirboy, or more, to have tea with us before setting off. In these things, combined with trips down the Canal or the River, as well as country walks, Mother generally accompanied us, and they were the pleasant days of our lives …3





With Ivor, the simple family habit—something they shared with most Gloucester families—grew into a way of life, loved with obsessive passion. As his school-days melted away, his ramblings increased; along the river, up into the hills—the litany of places he visited chiming in his poetry and letters over and over again:






God, that I might see


Framilode once again!


Redmarley, all renewed,


Clear shining after rain.







And Cranham, Cranham trees,


And blaze of Autumn hues.


Portway under the moon,


Silvered with freezing dews.







May Hill that Gloster dwellers


’Gainst every sunset see;


And the wide Severn river


Homing again to the sea.







The star of afterglow,


Venus, on western hills;


Dymock in spring: O spring


Of home! O daffodils!







And Malvern’s matchless huge


Bastions of ancient fires—


These will not let me rest,


So hot my heart desires …










Here we go sore of shoulder,


Sore of foot, by quiet streams;


But these are not my rivers …


And these are useless dreams.4








Such was the need, even in student days, that once, as Herbert Howells recalls, when playing for morning service in the Cathedral and the great east window was aflame with light, he cried ‘God, I must go to Framilode!’,5 walked out, a Scholar Gypsy, and stayed away for three whole days.


To a young composer Gloucester had one final gift to offer: it was a Three Choirs city and for nearly two hundred years, along with Hereford and Worcester, had shared in a music festival that had become world-famous. In an age without wireless, television, or gramophone records, it meant that fine music, decently performed, was to be heard with some regularity. True, the festivals themselves were not adventurous, for they were largely choral and thus, almost by definition, conservative. They relied heavily on Elijah, Messiah, and The Creation, and spawned a deplorable number of debilitated cantatas and oratorios from minor English musicians. But there were occasional ventures into the unknown and worthwhile. Coleridge Taylor’s orchestral Ballade enlivened the 1897 Gloucester meeting, Elgar’s ‘Cockaigne’ Overture that of 1901. The Apostles made its appearance in 1904, and The Kingdom in 1907. By 1910 the Protestant clergy of Gloucester at last felt able to follow Worcester and Hereford in permitting a complete and unexpurgated performance of The Dream of Gerontius. Emboldened (for the Cathedral did not collapse), and possibly misled by biblical precedent, they lost their heads completely in 1913 and made room for the final scene of Strauss’s Salome!6


Music-making in the city itself profited by the triennial feast of professionalism. In 1901 an Orchestral Society was founded and soon became available to accompany the Choral Society (nursery for the Festival Chorus itself) in a more ambitious range of concerts. A male-voice Orpheus Society had flourished since 1898, and free Sunday organ recitals had been a feature of the Cathedral organist’s contribution since 1886. At one level or another there was in Gloucester a great deal of music-making; even Rosalind, Bishop Ellicott’s daughter, wrote charming cantatas and, together with her mother (who ‘possessed a rich contralto voice’)7 sang madrigals in the Palace library.


Though much of this was meat and drink to the young Ivor Gurney, he could not swallow everything that musical Gloucester had to offer. In 1907, readers of the Citizen, though long accustomed to the kind of heroic understatement that only a truly provincial newspaper can give voice to (4 September 1907: ‘Kitchenmaid in Flames. Exciting Scenes in Gloucester Hotel’), and by now thoroughly bored by the annual sanctimonious objections to ‘turning the Cathedral into a concert hall’, were stirred by a series of letters that seemed, in part, to snipe at the essentially trivial nature of local musical life.


It began on 8 November, when ‘A Lover of Music’ wrote, in all innocence, to enquire why there were not more concerts of good music in Gloucester. On 12 November Mr. J. Embling replied by agreeing with the need, but pointing out that there was ‘a good class concert held at the Sherborne Street Mission Hall every Saturday evening, free, where they avoid the mere trashy, always endeavouring to give a good class concert to lovers of music’


At this, ‘A Lover of Music’ fell silent, but ‘Another Lover of Music’ joined the fray and went so far as to say ‘I don’t know whether Mr. Embling quite understands what we true lovers of “good” music mean. We don’t want sentimental, semi-operatic, comic songs, and violin and piano solos, such as are generally given in “Mission” and other rooms, but rather want to hear something of the Masters, through the medium of an orchestra.’


On 14 November Mr. Embling replied, with some feeling, that it was his ‘firm opinion [that] if you want to hear anything from the Masters you will have to pay dearly for it’. He, he declared, was ‘quite content to listen to the singing of those who are trying to uplift mankind’.


The argument raged back and forth until 23 November, when Mr. Embling issued a challenge to ‘Another Lover of Music’, saying ‘I wish he would furnish me with his name and address, then I would give him an invitation to my home, and let him hear a bar or two on the banjo, when he would have an idea what high-class music really is’. Silence, not surprisingly, then fell.
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